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Abstract 
The aim of this thesis was to investigate the effect of erotic stimulus content on 
female subjective arousal. Current conceptualisations of female sexual arousal 
recognise the effect of sexual stimuli on arousal yet there is little theoretical or 
empirical understanding of the specific aspects of erotica content which elicit 
subjective arousal in women. As such, this thesis investigated the effect of four erotic 
content variables (length of foreplay, sexual activity depicted, scenario and depiction 
of female orgasm) on female subjective arousal. A secondary aim of this thesis was 
to also investigate the relationship between two cognitive factors (absorption and 
response expectancies) and female subjective arousal. Two experimental studies 
were conducted using self-report questionnaires to measure the variables of interest. 
The sample for Study 1 comprised 87 women aged 18-49 (M = 24.90, SD = 5.94). 
The sample for Study 2 comprised 68 women, also aged 18-49 (M = 26.50, SD = 
6.86). Contrary to expectations, neither length of foreplay, sexual activity, scenario 
nor female orgasm had an effect on women’s subjective arousal. However, additional 
exploratory analyses revealed that women reported greater subjective arousal when 
they also appraised many aspects of erotic content as appealing (e.g., camera angles, 
explicitness, attention to the male actor). Furthermore, an exploratory factor analysis 
found seven factors (labelled as realism, female pleasure, female focus, male 
pleasure, male focus, female identification, novelty and immersion) which were all 
identified as concepts within erotic film which may be important to women’s 
subjective arousal. The findings also supported the hypotheses that female subjective 
arousal is associated with absorption and response expectancies. In addition, 
response expectancy was found to predict women’s subjective arousal. 
 
xi 
 
The findings of this thesis contribute to the overall understanding of female sexuality 
by emphasising the role of appraisal of sexual stimuli, absorption and response 
expectancies in women’s subjective arousal. This thesis has also made unique 
contributions to the conceptualisation of female subjective arousal by suggesting that 
women’s overall appraisal of the sexual appeal of a stimulus may depend on the 
integration of several erotic content variables rather than a singular feature of erotic 
content. Additionally, this thesis has uniquely identified several broad concepts 
within erotica which may be important to women’s subjective arousal. Implications 
of the present research for the conceptualisation of female sexual arousal, clinical 
practice and directions for future research are discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE: Introduction 
1.1 Background and Aims 
Sexual arousal is currently conceptualised as consisting of physiological, 
cognitive, and emotional processes (Rosen & Beck, 1988). The physiological 
component relates to genital arousal, whereas the cognitive and emotional processes 
relate to subjective arousal, which is defined as subjective thoughts and feelings of 
being aroused. The components constituting subjective arousal have been relatively 
neglected within the sexuality research as the focus has traditionally been on genital 
arousal (e.g., Masters & Johnson, 1966). This especially applies to women, as there 
has been a relative dearth of empirical research examining female subjective arousal 
and more specifically the factors which affect female subjective arousal.  
In order to understand more about the processes underlying women’s 
subjective arousal there must be examination of the trigger for an arousal response, 
that being, the sexual stimulus. Conceptually, sexual arousal is recognised as a 
response to a potentially erotic stimulus. Empirical research has traditionally utilised 
erotic film as a stimulus to elicit a sexual arousal response in women (Rosen & Beck, 
1988), and as such examining the impact of erotic film on women’s arousal provides 
a starting point for understanding the role of stimuli in female subjective arousal.  
Empirical research has found that erotic film does indeed trigger subjective 
sexual arousal in women, however, few studies have empirically investigated the 
specific elements within erotic film which women appraise as sexually arousing 
(e.g., Sheen, 2004). In addition, those that have examined erotic film content are 
limited by methodological issues such as a relatively small sample size and lack of 
experimental control. As such, the empirical understanding of the effect of erotic 
film content on women’s subjective arousal is limited. This is similarly reflected in 
theoretical conceptualisations of female sexual arousal, where although the stimulus 
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is identified as influencing women’s subjective arousal there is little or no further 
description of the specific elements within a stimulus which are appraised as sexually 
appealing by women.  
Thus, there is both an empirical and theoretical view that a stimulus (e.g., 
erotic film) does indeed affect women’s subjective arousal. What is lacking, both 
empirically and theoretically, is delineation of the specific variables which make a 
stimulus subjectively arousing to women. This issue may be addressed by continued 
empirical investigation of the effect of erotic film content on women’s subjective 
arousal. An empirical investigation of this nature would not only begin to address the 
relative research void, but it would also provide a greater theoretical understanding 
of the stimulus factors which affect female subjective arousal leading to greater 
insight into the broader concept of female sexuality.  
In conjunction with investigation of stimulus factors, it is also important to 
examine cognitive factors. The most recent conceptualisations of female sexual 
arousal acknowledge cognitive processes too have a role in female subjective 
arousal. Specifically, subjective arousal is proposed to be the result of cognitive 
appraisal of sexual stimuli (e.g., Barlow, 1986; Basson, 2002, Rosen & Beck, 1988). 
Thus there may be internal cognitive processes which affect the interpretation of the 
external sexual stimulus with which they are presented. As with stimulus factors, the 
empirical research examining cognitive factors is relatively limited. Perhaps the most 
researched cognitive influence on sexual arousal is attention. Research has generally 
found that greater attention to a stimulus results in greater sexual arousal (e.g., 
Barlow, 1986; de Jong, 2009; Geer & Fuhr, 1976). There is also preliminary 
evidence to suggest that sexual arousal is influenced by absorption - a more specific 
form of attention in which the individual completely immerses themselves with the 
stimulus (Sheen & Koukounas, 2009). Few studies have also examined the role of 
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expectancies on women’s subsequent sexual arousal, concluding that expectancies do 
moderate the effect of stimuli on sexual arousal (e.g., Palace, 1995), however, this is 
once again only preliminary evidence which needs to be examined further within 
empirical research. As such, there are views both within the theory and the literature 
that cognitive factors may play an important role in female sexual arousal, but further 
research is needed to substantiate these ideas. 
Both stimulus factors and cognitive factors are considered to be important 
determinants of female subjective arousal and yet the empirical research and theories 
of arousal are incomplete in specifying what is it is about these factors which 
influences arousal. As such, the current thesis aims to critically examine the stimulus 
and cognitive factors which have been highlighted within the literature as potentially 
influencing women’s subjective arousal. In particular, this thesis aims to empirically 
investigate the effect of erotic film content variables on subjective arousal response 
in women. This thesis also aims to further explore the role of cognitive factors by 
examining the relationships between absorption, response expectancies and 
subjective arousal response in women. By investigating these stimulus and cognitive 
factors, this thesis aims to provide further insight into the mechanisms underlying 
female subjective arousal, therein contributing to conceptualisations of female sexual 
arousal.  
1.2 Outline of Thesis Chapters 
In order to explore the stimulus and cognitive factors affecting female sexual 
arousal, this thesis firstly examines the theoretical conceptualisations of female 
sexual arousal in Chapter 2. Specifically, Chapter 2 reviews the sexual response 
cycle proposed by Masters and Johnson (1966), the triphasic concept of human 
sexuality put forth by Kaplan (1979), the information processing model of sexual 
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arousal proposed by Janssen, Everaerd, Spiering and Janssen (2000) and Basson’s 
(2002) concept of female sexual arousal.  
Following on from a review of theory in Chapter 2, a critical review of the 
empirical evidence exploring the effect of erotic film content on female sexual 
arousal is provided in Chapter 3. This is followed by review of the empirical research 
regarding the role of absorption and response expectancies in women’s sexual 
arousal.  
Chapter 4 presents the rationale for the empirical research projects contained 
within this thesis. In particular, it highlights the theoretical, empirical and clinical 
basis for conducting this research. This chapter also provides a rationale for the 
variables under investigation, as well as hypotheses for these variables. 
Chapter 5 presents Study 1, which is an empirical investigation of the effect 
of length of foreplay and sexual activity on female subjective arousal. Chapter 6 
presents Study 2, which examines the effect of female orgasm and scenario on 
female subjective arousal. Both Study 1 and Study 2 also investigate the relationship 
between female subjective arousal and the cognitive factors of absorption and 
response expectancies. 
This thesis is then concluded in Chapter 7, which focuses on final 
interpretation of the present findings. This chapter also discusses implications of the 
present research for the conceptualisation of female subjective arousal, clinical 
practice, and future research.   
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CHAPTER TWO: Conceptualisations of Female Sexual Arousal 
Prior to examining the empirical evidence regarding the role of erotic film 
content in women’s sexual arousal, there must be examination of the theoretical 
understanding of the role of sexual stimuli in female sexual arousal. Thus, this 
chapter examines the past and current models of female sexual arousal. 
2.1  Sexual Response Cycle  
Perhaps the most well-known conceptualisation of sexual arousal comes from 
Masters and Johnson (1966), who conducted some of the first laboratory 
observations of human sexual behaviour and described the “sexual response cycle” 
for men and women, which consisted of a linear progression through four phases – 
excitement, plateau, orgasm, and resolution. “Excitement” was the label for sexual 
arousal. 
The phases within the sexual response cycle were described by Masters and 
Johnson (1966) in terms of the physiological changes that occur within each phase. 
The aim of their work was admittedly not to identify why men and women respond 
as they do, but to identify the physiological outcomes representative of a sexual 
response. The first stage of the sexual response cycle, excitement, was described as 
arising from effective sexual stimulation in both men and women. Physiological 
observations of excitement included penile erection in men and vaginal lubrication in 
women. Masters and Johnson then described different patterns of progression 
through the next stages (i.e., plateau, orgasm, resolution) for men and women. Thus, 
they essentially provided an account of the physiological responses at the different 
stages of the sexual response cycle. 
As noted, Master and Johnson (1966) conceptualised excitement/arousal 
within purely physiological terms. Consequently, there has been relative neglect of 
the cognitive processes underlying arousal (Rosen & Beck, 1988). The neglect of 
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cognitive processes is problematic as numerous studies have shown that sexual 
arousal does not only consist of genital changes, but also cognitive perception of 
feeling sexually aroused, otherwise known as “subjective arousal”. Many 
investigations have measured sexual arousal in terms of both genital changes (e.g., 
via vaginal photoplethysmograph) and subjective feelings of arousal (e.g., via self-
report) (Rosen & Beck). Several of these investigations have shown that women’s 
subjective arousal is often inconsistent with their level of genital arousal (Rosen & 
Beck). Indeed, a recent meta-analysis investigating the agreement between genital 
and subjective arousal in men and women concluded that for women, the correlation 
between genital and subjective sexual arousal was quite low (r = .26) (Chivers, Seto, 
Lalumière, Laan, & Grimbos, 2010). This evidence indicates that subjective arousal 
is influenced by other variables than genital arousal and therefore subjective arousal 
should be considered as an additional aspect of female sexual arousal. As Masters 
and Johnson’s model of sexual arousal has not incorporated the element of subjective 
arousal, it is potentially limited in its conceptualisation of female sexual arousal.  
The Masters and Johnson (1966) conceptualisation of sexual arousal is also 
potentially limited in its delineation of the effect of sexual stimuli on sexual arousal. 
Masters and Johnson do state that the phase of arousal begins with effective sexual 
stimulation that may be somatogenic or psychogenic in origin, but no further 
explanation of this process is made explicit. Masters and Johnson note that this is the 
case as the purpose of their model was to describe the physiological outcomes of the 
sexual response and not to provide an account of the processes which lead to a sexual 
response. Nonetheless, excluding further information on the effect of sexual stimuli 
is problematic as an understanding of the role of stimuli in sexual arousal is vital to 
obtaining an accurate and complete understanding of sexual arousal in women. 
Furthermore, empirical evidence has demonstrated that for women, a sexual stimulus 
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can have different effects on women’s genital arousal (physical changes associated 
with arousal) and subjective arousal (subjective thoughts and feelings associated with 
arousal), as a genital response may occur in the presence of an absent or low 
subjective arousal response (e.g., Chivers & Bailey, 2005; Chivers, Seto & 
Blanchard, 2007; Laan, Everaerd, van Bellen, & Hanewald, 1994). Hence, the 
stimulus appears to have a pivotal role in women’s sexual arousal as it affects genital 
and subjective arousal differently. Thus, although the sexual response cycle proposed 
by Masters and Johnson is well-known within the field of sexuality and their work 
revealed significant knowledge on the physiological processes associated with sexual 
arousal, it is a restricted model of female sexual arousal due to the exclusion of a 
comprehensive description of the role of the sexual stimulus in sexual arousal.  
However, it should be noted that Masters and Johnson have since revised the 
sexual response cycle to incorporate a description of different sources which may 
trigger sexual arousal, such as physical contact, verbal invitation, a nonverbal 
message, a visual cue, or fantasies; but a clear description of how and why these 
sources elicit sexual arousal is still absent (Masters, Johnson, & Kolodny, 1993). As 
such, there must be further investigation into the role of stimuli in sexual arousal as 
this has not been addressed within Masters and Johnson’s sexual response cycle. In 
particular, there must be investigation of what does in fact constitute effective sexual 
stimulation in women, and to what end this affects both subjective and genital sexual 
arousal.  
2.2 Triphasic Concept of Human Sexuality 
In order to build upon the model of the human sexual response proposed by 
Masters and Johnson (1966), Kaplan (1979) proposed a triphasic concept of human 
sexuality. Specifically, Kaplan believed that the phases of the sexual response cycle 
described by Masters and Johnson were missing an element of motivation or drive to 
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engage in or initiate sexual activity. Kaplan labelled this drive as “desire” and argued 
that it constituted another phase of sexual response which was followed by 
excitement and orgasm. This was an innovative and valuable addition to the 
understanding of human sexuality as it addressed an area of the sexual response (i.e., 
motivation) that was overlooked in past models of sexuality. By adding in the phase 
of desire, Kaplan was also able to provide more insight into the processes which lead 
to the experience of sexual arousal. Within Kaplan’s model, desire is said to precede 
excitement (i.e., arousal) and so this could be interpreted as meaning that desire then 
leads to the occurrence of arousal. As such, Kaplan has made explicit one of the 
factors which affects sexual arousal, that being, one’s level of desire. Therefore, the 
addition of the desire phase provides a greater conceptualisation of the factors which 
affect women’s sexual arousal.  
The phase of desire described by Kaplan (1979) has also undergone scrutiny 
due to its position within a linear model of the human sexual response. Kaplan 
describes desire as preceding excitement and excitement as preceding orgasm. This 
notion of desire leading to arousal has been criticised on several grounds. Firstly, 
qualitative data suggests that women may not differentiate desire from arousal 
(Graham, Sanders, Milhausen & McBride, 2004). Furthermore, the temporal 
sequence described by Kaplan is not endorsed by all women, as they report that 
desire may either precede or follow on from sexual arousal (Graham et al., 2004). In 
addition, epidemiological studies have continuously demonstrated the co-morbidity 
of desire and arousal dysfunctions (Dennerstein, Koochaki, Barton, & Graziottin, 
2006; Fugl-Meyer & Fugl-Meyer, 2002; Laumann, Paik, & Rosen, 1999), which 
suggests that desire and sexual arousal may be intrinsically linked as opposed to 
separate phases within women’s sexual response (Basson et al., 2003; Graham, 2010; 
Segraves, Balon, & Clayton, 2007). In fact, a study of Malaysian women found that 
9 
 
responses to the Female Sexual Function Index (FSFI) demonstrated significant 
overlap across the desire and arousal domains, and these domains were found to load 
onto one factor (Sidi, Naing, Midin, & Nik Jaafar, 2008). There has also been clinical 
observation that women do not need desire in order to engage in and enjoy sexual 
activity (Basson, 2005, 2008; Basson et al., 2003). As such, many researchers now 
propose that desire cannot be clearly differentiated from arousal and there is not 
enough evidence to suggest that desire is necessary for sexual arousal to occur 
(Basson, 2007; Basson et al., 2003; Graham, 2010; Hayes, 2011). 
The cumulative evidence presented above presents a strong argument against 
the linear progression of desire to arousal. However, it is important to also recognise 
research which may provide some support for Kaplan’s (1979) model. A study by 
Sand and Fisher (2007) asked female nurses to endorse a model of sexual arousal 
based on their own pattern of sexual experience. Three models were presented to the 
participants – the Masters and Johnson model (1966), the Kaplan model, and the 
Basson model (2002) (described later in this chapter). Results indicated that 
participants were equally as likely to endorse one of the three models, potentially 
indicating that Kaplan’s conceptualisation of sexual arousal captures the sexual 
arousal experience of many women. However, there are several limitations to the 
generalisability of this study such as utilising primarily middle-aged women from a 
single profession. Furthermore, nurses may have already been exposed to the older 
Kaplan and Masters and Johnson’s models during their professional training, 
therefore potentially making them more likely to endorse these models. Thus, the 
results of this study must be observed with caution and cannot be viewed as 
providing sufficient evidence to support the linear progression of desire to sexual 
arousal as described by Kaplan. 
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Although there are several arguments against the linear progression from 
desire to arousal described by Kaplan (1979), she has still explicitly identified an 
important factor in women’s sexual arousal (that being, one’s level of desire). Since 
then, several models have been proposed which explicitly name more factors which 
may affect women’s sexual arousal, two of which shall be further explored in this 
chapter. 
2.3 Information Processing Model of Sexual Arousal 
Janssen and colleague’s (2000) Information Processing Model of Sexual 
Arousal (IPM) provides a multidimensional account of sexual arousal by including 
both genital changes and the subjective experience of sexual arousal. The model is 
derived from cognitive psychology and as such it essentially focuses on the cognitive 
assessment of sexual stimuli and resulting genital and subjective arousal. Within this 
model, the process of sexual arousal is said to begin with presentation of a sexual 
stimulus (see Figure 1). The sexual stimulus undergoes appraisal to attribute meaning 
to the stimulus. The meanings attributed to a sexual stimulus may be sexual or non-
sexual in nature. Non-sexual meanings may be positive or negative, such as 
appraising the stimulus as entertaining (positive) or repulsive (negative). A response 
to the sexual stimulus is then generated on the basis of the meanings attributed to the 
sexual stimulus.  
A genital response occurs automatically following unconscious appraisal of 
the stimulus as “sexual”. Once the physiological response occurs, it too is appraised 
and associated with sexual meanings in memory. This process results in attention 
being directed at the stimulus and ensures attention remains on the sexual meaning 
within the stimulus. Alternatively, a subjective response occurs following the 
appraisal of the stimulus for all meanings (both sexual and non-sexual), where sexual 
meanings are “balanced” against non-sexual meanings. This process is believed to be 
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more conscious as one is aware of their feelings, whereas the process leading to 
genital arousal is more unconscious and automatic. 
 
Figure 1. An Information Processing Model of Sexual Arousal. Adapted from 
“Automatic processes and the appraisal of sexual stimuli: Toward an information 
processing model of sexual arousal,” by E. Janssen, W. Everaerd, M. Spiering, and J. 
Janssen, 2000, The Journal of Sex Research, 37(1), p. 9. Reproduced with permission 
from the author. 
 
As an example, a woman may be viewing an erotic film which depicts a man 
and women engaging in intercourse. A genital response automatically occurs as the 
film is unconsciously recognised as sexual. In addition to being sexual, the woman 
also finds the film to be disgusting as the actors are unattractive. She may also find 
the film distressing as the female actress appears to be in pain. As such, the woman 
does not subjectively appraise the film as sexually arousing due to the negative 
meanings (disgusting and distressing) within the film which have outweighed the 
sexual meaning of the film. Thus, the woman is not subjectively aroused.  
Given that genital arousal results in conscious attention directed at the sexual 
content of a stimulus, this can facilitate subjective arousal as it is bringing sexual 
meanings into conscious awareness. In the case that the stimulus has also been 
subjectively appraised as primarily ‘sexual’, this will lead to high concordance 
between subjective and genital arousal. Alternatively, if the stimulus has been 
subjectively appraised as having other non-sexual meanings, this may result in a 
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decrease in subjective sexual arousal, which then may result in attention being drawn 
away from the sexual stimulus leading to decreased genital arousal also. Thus, 
genital arousal and subjective arousal may each influence one another. 
In addition to providing this general concept of sexual arousal, a later 
extension of the IPM also differentiates the experience of sexual arousal in men and 
women (see Figure 2) (Laan & Janssen, 2007). The model states that in men, the 
physiological experience of genital arousal (i.e., erection) is easily noticeable and 
therefore peripheral feedback from the genitals is a large indicator to men that they 
must be sexually aroused. As such, this facilitates the subjective experience of sexual 
arousal. Women on the other hand do not have the same identifiable kinaesthetic 
cues that indicate genital arousal, and so the contribution of peripheral feedback from 
genital arousal towards women’s subjective arousal is much lower. Instead, the 
stimulus meanings play a larger role in women’s determination of subjective sexual 
arousal. Thus the stimulus content (i.e., features of the stimulus) and situational 
factors (i.e., the context that the stimulus is presented within) will ultimately 
determine subjective arousal in women.  
The differential experience of sexual arousal in men and women that is 
described within this model is supported within empirical research. For example, a 
study examining differences in responses to erotic film content which is either male-
oriented (intended for men) or female-oriented (intended for women) discovered that 
women reported greater subjective arousal to the female-oriented films, thus 
demonstrating greater sexual response to the content within this film (Mosher & 
MacIan, 1994). Alternatively, the male participants did not report significantly 
different levels of arousal between the two film types (Mosher & MacIan). 
Therefore, results indicate that the specific content of the erotic film was particularly 
important in determining subjective arousal in women. Thus, the IPM accounts for 
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the different patterns of sexual arousal seen in men and women and in doing so 
recognises the differential influence of internal and external factors on men’s and 
women’s sexual arousal. 
 
Figure 2. Visual representation of the determinants of male and female subjective 
sexual arousal. The bolder arrows represent greater contributions of that source 
toward subjective sexual arousal. From “How do men and women feel? 
Determinants of subjective experience of sexual arousal” by E. Laan and E. Janssen, 
2007, in Psychophysiology of Sex, p. 286. Reproduced with permission from the 
author. 
 
The assertion that stimulus characteristics have a pivotal role in women’s 
subjective arousal is further supported in empirical evidence which suggests that 
changing erotic film content results in changing levels of subjective sexual arousal 
(e.g., Chivers & Bailey, 2005; Chivers et al., 2007; Mosher & MacIan, 1994). For 
example, a sample of women that were shown both male-oriented and female-
oriented erotic films were found to have no significant differences in their genital 
response to the two films, however they subjectively rated the female-produced film 
as much more sexually arousing (Laan, et al., 1994). As the two films differed in 
their content, it is evident that the content of the stimulus played an important role in 
the women’s subjective sexual arousal. Given the central role of stimulus content on 
female sexual arousal described within the IPM and evidenced within empirical 
research, there must now be investigation of the specific elements within stimulus 
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content that women appraise with positive sexual meaning to gain a complete 
understanding of female sexual arousal. 
Thus, the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000) makes significant improvements upon 
the previous models of sexual arousal by Masters and Johnson (1966) and Kaplan 
(1979) as the IPM explicitly outlines the processes underlying sexual arousal as well 
as recognising factors which affect sexual arousal (such as stimulus factors). 
Furthermore, there is empirical support for this model’s conceptualisation of sexual 
arousal. However, this model is not without potential limitations. Firstly, the 
delineation of how one determines their subjective feelings of sexual arousal is not 
very clear. The model states that one balances up sexual meanings and non-sexual 
meanings to determine their subjective arousal, but there is no further description of 
how this balancing act takes place. It is unknown whether this process is entirely 
conscious, or just the end result (i.e., the subjective feeling) that is conscious. In 
addition, the IPM also does not go into detail over which aspects of sexual stimuli 
are generally viewed with positive sexual meaning by men or women. Although the 
inclusion of the importance of sexual stimulus characteristics is a beneficial aspect of 
this model, the specific characteristics which are appraised as sexual must be 
identified to gain a complete understanding of sexual arousal. This may be especially 
important for women, and especially for women’s subjective sexual arousal, as the 
IPM indicates that stimulus may play a relatively larger role in subjective sexual 
arousal for women than it does in men. In order to discover the specific 
characteristics which are appraised with greater positive and sexual meanings there 
must be empirical investigation of stimulus content variables and their effects on 
women’s subjective sexual arousal. Investigating stimulus factors will not only 
provide support for this model, but shall also lead to further knowledge of female 
sexual arousal. 
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In summary, the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) provides a 
multidimensional account of sexual arousal which explains the different patterns of 
sexual arousal for men and women. Furthermore, this model highlights the critical 
role of stimulus characteristics in the experience of sexual arousal.  
2.4 Basson’s Conceptualisation of Female Sexual Arousal 
Similarly to the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007), Basson 
(2002) has also formed a multidimensional conceptualisation of sexual arousal which 
highlights the role of stimulus characteristics. However, the model proposed by 
Basson is specifically examining female sexual arousal.  
As with the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007), Basson (2002) 
describes the process of sexual arousal as beginning with appraisal of a sexual 
stimulus (see Figure 3). The stimulus is unconsciously appraised for sexual appeal 
which results in an automatic genital response (vasocongestion of genitals). 
Simultaneously, there is conscious cognitive appraisal of the stimulus content (i.e., 
the qualities and characteristics of the stimulus) and of the context that the stimulus 
is presented within (e.g., the environment, the timing of the presentation). Assessing 
the content of the stimulus allows the woman to form an evaluation of the sexual 
appeal of the stimulus, whereas assessing the context of the stimulus allows the 
woman to determine the appropriateness of becoming sexual at that moment. The 
woman’s overall appraisal of the content and context is then used to formulate a 
subjective arousal response. Should the content be appraised as sexually appealing 
and the context as appropriate, then a subjective sexual arousal response may be 
generated. Conversely, if the content is unappealing and the context is inappropriate, 
then a subjective arousal response is unlikely. Finally, it should be noted that Basson 
proposes subjective arousal may also be influenced by genital arousal, as conscious 
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awareness of genital sensations can moderate one’s subjective arousal. Thus 
subjective arousal is influenced by content, context, and awareness of genital arousal. 
                                           
Figure 3. Basson’s model of female sexual arousal. From “A model of women’s 
sexual arousal” by R. Basson, 2002, Journal of Sex and Marital Therapy, 28, p. 3. 
Reproduced with permission from the author. 
 
As well as describing a genital arousal response and a subjective arousal 
response, Basson (2002) also describes an affective/emotional response as another 
aspect of female sexual arousal. Specifically, the sensation of being genitally aroused 
elicits an emotional response which may be positive (e.g., enjoyment) or negative 
(e.g., guilt, shame). Similarly, subjective arousal also results in either a positive 
affective response or a negative affective response. However, Basson also states that 
affective response can also reflect back onto one’s subjective arousal, making the 
relationship between subjective arousal and emotional response bi-directional (see 
Figure 3). 
As an example of Basson’s (2002) model, a heterosexual woman may see an 
erotic film clip of a heterosexual couple while using the internet. She immediately 
has a genital response to the clip as it is recognised as sexual. She also subjectively 
appraises the clip as sexually appealing. However, she appraises the context as 
inappropriate, as she is using a computer in a university library, and so she believes it 
17 
 
is not appropriate to become sexual in this context. Furthermore, she feels guilty 
about be aroused by this film clip as her partner would disapprove of her looking at 
erotic film. Thus, her subjective arousal is minimal as although the content is 
sexually appealing, the context is inappropriate. In addition, her guilt over feeling 
aroused has minimised her feelings of subjective sexual arousal.  
Thus, the model proposed by Basson (2002) depicts sexual arousal as the 
result of both external stimuli and internal cognitive-emotional responses. Basson’s 
model acknowledges the influence of internal and external factors on women’s 
sexual arousal and therein gives a greater understanding of the processes underlying 
the experience of sexual arousal. In particular, the emphasis on the role of stimulus 
characteristics in determining women’s subjective sexual arousal is a positive 
addition to past conceptualisations of sexual arousal as research has consistently 
demonstrated that differing stimulus factors results in differing type and intensity of 
sexual arousal (e.g., Chivers et al., 2007; Laan et al., 1994). However, Basson does 
not name any specific characteristics of sexual stimuli which may be generally 
appraised as more or less sexually arousing by women. It is important to identify 
such stimulus factors in order to know what aspects of sexual stimuli women are 
responding to. Thus, this model would benefit from greater detail of the specific 
variables within sexual stimuli that women appraise as sexually arousing. This may 
be achieved through empirical investigation of specific stimulus characteristics and 
their effect on women’s sexual arousal. Once these variables are identified, a more 
complete understanding of female sexual arousal can be established.  
As well as recognising the importance of stimulus factors in female sexual 
arousal, Basson’s (2002) model also provides a theoretical account for the 
occurrence of sexual dysfunction. Basson acknowledges that many studies of women 
with female sexual arousal disorder are able to demonstrate genital arousal and yet 
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they do not report any feelings of subjective arousal. Thus, Basson asserts that the 
lack of arousal must stem from women’s interpretation of the sexual situation, where 
women do not register their reactions to sexual stimuli as indicating “sexual arousal”. 
As such, there is no conscious interpretation of the stimulus and its context as 
“sexually arousing”. Conceptualising sexual dysfunction in this manner once again 
demonstrates the critical role of stimulus factors in women’s sexual functioning, as 
Basson states that appraisal of the sexual stimulus affects both sexual arousal and 
sexual dysfunction. Thus, it is essential to further explore the role of specific 
stimulus variables in women’s sexual arousal to comprehend both healthy and 
dysfunctional sexual functioning in women. 
2.5  Chapter Summary 
This chapter began by evaluating the theoretical conceptualisations of female 
sexual arousal proposed by Masters and Johnson (1966) and Kaplan (1979). Masters 
and Johnson present a primarily physiological description of sexual arousal which 
was lacking in recognition of both subjective arousal and the factors which affect 
sexual arousal. Kaplan built upon the work of Masters and Johnson by adding in an 
initial stage of desire to the sexual response cycle. This has benefits in identifying the 
important role of desire in sexual arousal however this model also has limitations in 
focusing on sexual arousal as a purely physiological event, as well as not 
acknowledging other external factors which can affect arousal such as sexual 
stimulus content. As such it was argued that neither model encompasses the 
multidimensional nature of female sexual arousal. 
The IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) and Basson’s model of 
female sexual arousal were then assessed. Both models recognise the separate 
components of genital and subjective arousal and they also attempt to identify 
internal and external factors which may have a role in causing, influencing, or 
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enhancing sexual arousal in women. In particular, each model focuses on the 
importance of the sexual stimulus in determining sexual arousal. Both models 
explicitly state the highly influential role of stimulus content on subjective arousal in 
women. This concept is not only based on a logical theoretical argument but is also 
supported by empirical research, where studies have shown that differing sexual 
content results in differing reports of subjective arousal (e.g., Laan et al., 1994). 
It is proposed that the inclusion of stimulus characteristics in the 
conceptualisation of female sexual arousal is one of the most beneficial aspects of 
these multidimensional models as it is explicitly acknowledging an obvious factor in 
female sexual arousal that has been surprisingly overlooked within female sexuality 
research. However, what is lacking in both Basson’s (2002) model and the IPM 
(Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) is further description of the type of 
characteristics within stimulus content which women may or may not deem 
‘arousing’. This is perhaps due to a lack of research into this area as few empirical 
investigations have studied stimulus effects on female sexual arousal. Thus, in order 
to explicitly identify the effect of stimulus content on women’s sexual arousal there 
must be empirical investigation of a specific sexual stimulus and the effect of its 
content on women’s sexual response.  
As such, it is proposed that the sexual stimulus of erotic film be investigated 
for its effect on female sexual arousal. The reasoning behind this assertion is 
threefold. Firstly, erotic film has traditionally been utilised as a sexual stimulus 
throughout sexuality research and therefore there is an opportunity to review and 
identify the limitations within past research examining the impact of erotic film 
content on female sexual arousal. Secondly, erotic film is a versatile medium in that 
a number of variables may be depicted within the film content, thus this stimulus 
allows for the investigation of numerous variables which may affect women’s sexual 
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arousal. Thirdly, erotic film is easily manipulated through video editing, making 
experimental control and manipulation of content variables achievable. Thus, this 
thesis proposes examining the impact of erotic film content on female sexual arousal 
due to its versatility, manipulability, and long-term use of erotic film within sexuality 
research. Examining erotic film content variables will expand the knowledge of the 
stimulus factors which affect female sexual arousal and ultimately lead to a greater 
understanding of female sexuality. In order to begin investigation of the effect of 
erotic film content on female sexual arousal, a critical review of past empirical 
research is conducted in the next chapter.   
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CHAPTER THREE: Factors Affecting Female Sexual Arousal 
3.1  Stimulus Factors 
Throughout this thesis, it is argued that more must be known about the 
specific stimulus factors which affect women’s sexual arousal. This argument is 
made on the basis of Basson’s (2002) model of female sexual arousal and the IPM 
(Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) as both of these models recognise 
stimulus characteristics as an important factor in female sexual arousal. As such, the 
aim of this chapter is to critically evaluate the literature relating to the sexual 
stimulus of erotic film, and the effects of erotic film content on female sexual 
arousal.  
There is a relative dearth of literature examining specific variables within 
sexual stimuli that elicit a sexual response in women. However, there are a number 
of studies which do indicate that stimulus factors may be an important variable in 
women’s sexual arousal. Firstly, empirical research has demonstrated that men and 
women report different levels of sexual arousal depending on the content of the 
sexual stimulus (Rupp & Wallen, 2008). In a study utilising photographs of nude 
individuals, it was found that men reported greater subjective arousal to images of 
the opposite sex (i.e., women), whereas women reported similar levels of subjective 
arousal to photographs of same sex and opposite sex nudes (i.e., women and men) 
(Costa, Braun, & Birbaumer, 2003). Thus, men and women appear to report different 
levels of subjective arousal to erotic visual content. 
Studies utilising erotic narratives have also shown differences in subjective 
arousal between men and women. A study of college students compared men’s and 
women’s subjective arousal responses to an erotic narrative that either depicted the 
male character as dominant or the female character as dominant (Garcia, Brennan, 
DeCarlo, McGlennon, & Tait, 1984). It was found that men reported greater 
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subjective arousal to the male-dominant story, whereas women reported greater 
subjective arousal to the female-dominant story (Garcia et al.). Another study 
compared responses to erotic narrative that was either suggestive (i.e., description of 
pre-coital and post-coital activity, therein suggesting intercourse had occurred) or 
explicit (i.e., explicit description of sexual activity) (Scott & Cortez Jr., 2011). 
Again, results indicated that men and women responded differently to erotic stimuli, 
as women reported subjective arousal to both types of erotic narratives, whereas men 
only reported subjective arousal to the explicit narrative (Scott & Cortez Jr.).  
Gender differences in subjective arousal have also been observed in response 
to erotic film. In a study comparing responses to erotic film produced for men (male-
oriented) or women (female-oriented), women demonstrated greater sexual arousal to 
the female-oriented films, whereas men reported similar sexual arousal to both male-
oriented and female-oriented erotic film (Mosher & MacIan, 1994). Chivers and 
Bailey (2005) also found gender differences in genital responses to erotic film. 
Chivers and Bailey investigated heterosexual men and women’s subjective and 
genital arousal by showing participants clips with varying sexual content – oral and 
penetrative intercourse performed by a male-male, female-female, or male-female 
dyad, bonobo (i.e., chimpanzee) copulation, and a non-sexual neutral clip (e.g., 
landscapes, non-sexual primate activity). Findings indicated that while men only 
became genitally aroused to their preferred sexual stimulus (i.e., the male-female and 
female-female interactions), women had a similar genital response for all of the 
human interaction clips. Thus genital response was not specific to the content for the 
human clips. Furthermore, a genital response to the bonobo copulation clip was 
evidenced as significantly higher than responses to the neutral clip (although still 
significantly lower than responses to the human clips). Thus, men and women 
demonstrated different patterns of genital arousal depending on stimulus content. 
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 There is clearly a growing body of empirical evidence to suggest that men 
and women demonstrate different levels of sexual arousal depending on the content 
of the sexual stimulus. This evidence is consistent with the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; 
Laan & Janssen, 2007) which too states that the effect of stimulus content on sexual 
arousal differs for men and women. Given this gender difference, it is essential that 
empirical research focuses specifically on the features of erotic content that affect 
women’s sexual arousal, particularly as the IPM suggests that stimulus content has a 
greater contribution towards female subjective arousal than male subjective arousal.  
It is also imperative for research to focus on the effect of stimulus on female 
subjective arousal as empirical evidence has demonstrated that women may 
demonstrate different levels of genital arousal and subjective arousal depending on 
stimulus content. As previously mentioned, Chivers and Bailey (2005) investigated 
genital and subjective arousal responses to neutral, non-human (bonobo copulation) 
and human (male-male, male-female, female-female) sexual stimuli. In addition to 
identifying differences in genital response between men and women, this research 
also found that women reported incongruent subjective and genital arousal to the 
different stimuli. In regard to subjective arousal, women reported a significantly 
greater response to the heterosexual interaction, thus showing a subjective preference 
for content with heterosexual human activity. On the other hand, women recorded no 
differences in genital arousal to the three human conditions. This indicates that 
sexual content which is not viewed as subjectively arousing is still able to elicit a 
genital response beyond that of a baseline genital response.  
These findings by Chivers and Bailey (2005) were replicated in a later study 
by Chivers and colleagues (2007). These experiments demonstrate that stimulus 
content has differential effects for subjective and genital arousal in women. Reports 
of subjective arousal are specific to the content shown within the clip. On the other 
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hand, genital arousal can occur to a variety of sexual content regardless of whether 
the woman subjectively feels aroused. These findings are congruent with the IPM 
(Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) and Basson’s (2002) model as both 
models assert that sexual stimulus characteristics are particularly important for 
women’s subjective sexual arousal. Thus, erotic film content may be particularly 
important in women’s determination of their subjective arousal and so the effect of 
erotic film content on female subjective arousal must be further investigated. 
Up to this point, this review of the literature has argued that the effect of 
stimulus content on women’s subjective arousal must undergo further empirical 
investigation on the basis of differences in the effect of stimulus content for men and 
women, as well as differences in the effect of stimulus content on women’s 
subjective and genital arousal. Unfortunately, there is a relative dearth of research 
which has investigated the effect of specific stimulus content features on women’s 
subjective arousal. However, there is a body of research which has shown women 
report different levels of subjective arousal depending on the category/genre of the 
erotica. Firstly, a study by Heiman (1977) showed that women reported greater 
sexual arousal to content which was categorised as erotic or erotic/romantic 
compared to content categorised as romantic only, therein indicating that subjective 
arousal varied with erotic content. An investigation by Quackenbush, Strassberg and 
Turner (1995) also found differences in subjective arousal based on romantic 
content, where women rated explicit/highly romantic content as more arousing than 
explicit/low romantic content.  
A more recent study has also demonstrated that changing intensity of erotic 
film content resulted in different reports of sexual arousal in women (Both, van 
Boxtel, Stekelenburg, Everaerd, & Laan, 2005). Intensity was based on the sexual 
activity shown in the erotic film clips. The low intensity clip featured kissing only, 
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the moderate intensity clip featured kissing and caressing, and the high intensity clip 
featured intercourse. Women demonstrated greater subjective and genital arousal to a 
presentation of three erotic films which progressed through low, moderate and high 
intensity content, compared to those women which were shown three erotic films all 
of moderate intensity (Both et al.). Other studies have also demonstrated that women 
report a greater sexual response (subjective and genital) to stimuli which are sexual 
compared to non-sexual and neutral stimuli (Suchinsky, Lalumière, & Chivers, 
2009). Furthermore, it has been shown that on average, female participants report 
greater sexual arousal and demonstrate more genital arousal to erotic film which 
features heterosexual activity compared to female homosexual activity (Peterson, 
Janssen, & Laan, 2010).  
These studies all report a relationship between erotica content and subsequent 
subjective sexual arousal. This is in keeping with the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan 
& Janssen, 2007) and Basson’s (2002) model of female sexual arousal as these 
models also recognise the importance of stimulus content in women’s subjective 
arousal. Thus, both empirical evidence (as mentioned above) and theory (within the 
IPM and Basson’s model) suggest erotic film content has a significant role in 
women’s sexual arousal. Thus, there is both an empirical and theoretical basis for 
further examining the specific erotic film content variables which affect women’s 
sexual arousal. 
The literature reviewed thus far indicates that erotic film content may be an 
important variable in female sexual arousal, as reports of arousal vary with the 
content of the erotic film. However, there has been little indication of the specific 
erotic film content which is preferred by women. Women’s erotic film content 
preferences may be further inferred from investigations which have examined 
women’s responses to erotic film which has been produced for either men (male-
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oriented) or women (female-oriented). Specifically, it has been reported that 
compared to male-oriented erotica, female-oriented erotica produces greater reports 
of subjective arousal in women (Laan et al., 1994; Mosher & MacIan, 1994). The 
difference in subjective arousal for the two film types has been attributed to 
differences in the erotica content. It has been suggested that the focus on the 
woman’s pleasure, lengthy foreplay, the partner’s attraction for one another, and 
female-initiated activity within female-oriented erotica may account for the 
difference in subjective arousal (Laan et al.). However, these conclusions have not 
been empirically validated as these content variables (e.g., length of foreplay) were 
not specifically examined for their effect on subjective arousal. As such, although 
these studies identify potential content factors that may affect female sexual arousal, 
they still require further empirical investigation. 
Sheen (2004) aimed to do just this and investigated the effect of length of 
foreplay in erotic film on women’s subjective sexual arousal. Within this study, 
Sheen investigated whether women would report more subjective arousal to erotic 
film which spent more time on foreplay, as this has been postulated as a potential 
reason for women’s greater subjective sexual responses to female-oriented erotic 
film (compared to male-oriented) (Laan et al., 1994). The study defined foreplay as 
erotic activity which included kissing, caressing, undressing and eye contact; but did 
not include intercourse. Sixty participants were shown an erotic film 7 minutes in 
length, with either 30 seconds or 3.5 minutes allocated to foreplay. Results showed 
that women reported more subjective arousal to the erotic film which spent more 
time on foreplay (3.5 minutes) compared to reports from women who only saw 30 
seconds of foreplay. Thus, it was concluded that length of foreplay had a significant 
effect on women’s self-reported subjective sexual arousal.  
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Sheen (2004) also investigated the film “context” as an independent variable, 
where context refers to the setting in which the actors engaged in sexual activity 
within the erotic film. This study compared a bedroom setting to a lounge room 
setting, postulating that the novelty of the lounge room setting may result in greater 
sexual arousal compared to the familiarity of the bedroom setting. Indeed, results did 
indicate that women reported more sexual arousal to the lounge room setting 
compared to the bedroom setting. Thus, context to the erotic film was recognised as a 
potential erotic film content variable which affects women’s subjective sexual 
arousal. However, the conclusions drawn by Sheen must be viewed with some 
caution, as control for other erotic film content variables was limited. All film 
excerpts came from female-oriented erotic film and there was an attempt to match 
the films in sexual activity depicted and hair colour of the actors. However, this does 
not account for the vast amount of other content variables that may have affected 
responses, such as other physical attributes of the actors, quality of actor 
performance, lighting, and camera angles. Therefore, the results obtained by Sheen 
must be replicated in order to confidently identify these variables (length of foreplay 
and context) as affecting women’s sexual arousal. It is essential to empirically 
identify the effect of erotic film content on women’s sexual response to gain a 
greater understanding of the stimulus factors which affect female sexual arousal. 
Another content variable that has been empirically investigated is the 
behavioural activity that is depicted within erotica. Woodard and colleagues (2008) 
recruited 21 women to watch 90 segments of erotic film (lasting 1 minute each) and 
rate how mentally appealing and physically arousing the segments were. The 
segments included variations of heterosexual foreplay, oral sex, and intercourse; as 
well as variations of homosexual foreplay, oral sex, and intercourse for both genders. 
This study concluded that the most mentally and physically arousing clips involved 
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heterosexual vaginal intercourse, corresponding with previous findings (e.g., Chivers 
& Bailey, 2005). In addition, it was concluded that the least arousing clips involved 
fellatio, anal intercourse and male homosexual sexual activity.  
There are several potential problems inherent in the methodology of the study 
conducted by Woodard and colleagues (2008). Firstly, the sample size (N = 21) is far 
too small to generalise these conclusions to the broader community of women. 
Secondly, there was no control for other content variables that may also have 
impacted upon arousal. That is, the clips had a variety of actors and settings that may 
have influenced subjective arousal and so the differences in arousal ratings cannot 
entirely be attributed to the behavioural activity depicted. Thirdly, the procedure 
involved viewing an overwhelming number of video clips (90 in total). Although the 
order of clips was randomised across participants, one must still question the validity 
of participant responses, particularly in regard to the effects of fatigue and 
habituation. These methodological flaws mean that the conclusions made by 
Woodard and colleagues are open to discussion, and they do pinpoint some 
behavioural aspects of erotica content that may have a role in female sexual arousal. 
Thus, the sexual behaviour depicted within erotica requires further investigation as a 
content variable that may be affecting female sexual arousal. Empirical investigation 
of this erotic film content variable can lead to further insight into the effect of 
stimulus factors on women’s sexual arousal and therefore broaden the knowledge of 
female sexual arousal. 
In addition to sexual activity depicted, another content variable that has been 
investigated is the scenario accompanying the erotic film which informs the viewer 
of the plot or storyline to the film. Anecdotally, there have been inconsistencies over 
whether women prefer a scenario or storyline for erotica (McKee, Albury, & Lumby, 
2008). In addition, if women do prefer a scenario, then one must query which 
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scenario is the most arousing. Fisher and Byrne (1978) aimed to discover this by 
manipulating the scenario given to women before viewing an erotic film. Across two 
experiments, the investigators set up three scenarios through different test 
instructions – love (affectionate marital sex), lust (unemotional sex with a prostitute), 
and casual sex (a chance sexual encounter). The first experiment utilised unmarried 
participants and found no difference in subjective arousal between the love and lust 
conditions. In the second experiment which utilised married women, Fisher and 
Byrne found that women had significantly higher subjective arousal ratings to the 
casual sex scenario. As with the unmarried women, there were no significant 
differences between the love and lust scenarios. Therefore, it appeared that married 
women had a subjective preference for erotic film which included a casual sex 
scenario as participants reported this scenario as being more sexually arousing than a 
love or lust scenario. 
Although this study was conducted well in terms of experimental 
manipulation of scenario (through test instructions), it is not without flaws. Namely, 
this experiment did not include a control for scenario where participants weren’t 
given any scenario prior to viewing the erotica. Thus, although these results indicate 
that a casual sex scenario is more arousing for women than a love or lust scenario, it 
is unknown whether these scenarios are more, less, or equally as arousing as no 
scenario. Also, as the significant results were from a sample of married women, the 
findings cannot be generalised to the larger population of women. In addition to this 
flaw, the results found by Fisher and Byrne (1978) may be outdated and therefore 
may not be applicable to current populations of women.  
Mosher and White (1980) conducted a similar investigation of scenario by 
comparing subjective arousal response to erotic stimuli involving a committed 
relationship or a casual relationship. Female college students participated in guided 
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imagery (via tape recordings) of sexual invitation, sexual activity and reflection. 
Participants also undertook relaxation before and after each section of the guided 
imagery. Mosher and White found no statistically significant differences between the 
committed and casual relationship conditions on a measure of women’s subjective 
arousal. This is inconsistent with the results of Fisher and Byrne (1978) where a 
difference was found between the corresponding committed and casual scenarios. It 
is feasible that the different results are representative of the different methodology 
employed the researchers. Specifically, Fisher and Byrne used visual stimuli with 
scenario presented in the third person, whereas Mosher and White used auditory 
stimuli with scenario presented in the second person. The differences may also be 
representative of the relationship status of the participants, as Fisher and Byrne’s 
study utilised married women whilst Mosher and White did not collect data on 
relationship status in their investigation. The discrepancy between results in these 
studies highlights the need for further investigation of the effect of scenario on 
women’s subjective arousal. In addition, the results of Mosher and White have the 
same potential limitations as those mentioned in the evaluation of Fisher and Byrne, 
that being, lack of control condition and outdated results.  
A more recent study by Chivers and Timmers (2012) investigated the effect 
of relationship context on women’s sexual arousal. In this study, subjective arousal 
was recorded in response to audio narratives (i.e., audio descriptions of sexual 
activity) featuring a sexual partner that was a long-term partner, a stranger, or a 
friend. The investigators also examined the effect of partner gender (either male or 
female sexual partner). While the male partner condition elicited more subjective 
arousal than the female partner condition, there was no statistically significant 
interaction with relationship context, nor was there a main effect for relationship 
context. These results are consistent with Mosher and White (1980), where the 
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relationship context/scenario was not found to have an effect on women’s subjective 
arousal. Interestingly, both of these studies utilised auditory stimuli with scenario 
presented in the second person. Conversely, Fisher and Byrne (1978) utilised visual 
stimuli with scenario presented in the third person and did identify differences in 
subjective arousal based on scenario. As such, the discrepancy in results may again 
be related to difference in methodology. In addition, relationship status of the 
participants may again be responsible for the discrepancy between results.  
Although the research by Chivers and Timmers (2012) provides more recent 
findings on the effect of scenario on female subjective arousal, the results are once 
again limited by the lack of control condition. As previously stated, a control 
condition is necessary to determine whether the inclusion of a scenario is more, less, 
or equally as arousing than no scenario. In addition, the effect of scenario requires 
further investigation as the discrepancy in results may be related to the modality 
(e.g., visual, audio) and tense (e.g., second person, third person) of the stimulus. 
Specifically, the effect of scenario on women’s subjective sexual arousal needs 
further investigation utilising visual stimuli with scenario presented in the third 
person to allow for direct comparisons with the research of Fisher and Byrne (1978). 
Furthermore, a sample of women with a variety of relationship contexts (e.g., single, 
dating, de facto, married) may provide a useful comparison with Fisher and Byrne 
whose main results were based on married women.  
In summary, research must be conducted to determine whether scenario does 
truly have an effect on women’s subjective arousal by incorporating a control 
condition, including a heterogeneous sample in regard to relationship status, utilising 
visual stimuli and presenting the scenario in the third person. Research of this nature 
will help determine whether the inconsistencies in past research are due to 
differences in methodology or relationship status, as well as determining whether 
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scenario has any effect on arousal in comparison to no scenario. By further 
investigating the effect of scenario, a greater understanding of the content variables 
that generate higher levels of sexual arousal in women can be achieved. 
Through this critical review of the literature it has become apparent that as a 
sexual stimulus, erotic film appears to have a pivotal role in examining women’s 
sexual arousal as research has shown women report different levels of sexual arousal 
to erotic film which differs in its content (e.g., Laan et al., 1994). Thus, the content of 
erotic film is directly impacting upon women’s sexual arousal. However, few studies 
have been conducted that have specifically isolated erotic film content variables and 
experimentally examined their effect on female sexual arousal. Length of foreplay, 
film setting, scenario and sexual activity shown within erotic film have previously 
been investigated, although several of these studies were flawed in their 
methodology and limited in their generalisability. As such, the results from these 
studies must be viewed with caution. Furthermore, these studies only cover a few 
aspects of erotica content, when in reality there is a plethora of content variables that 
may affect female sexual arousal.  
Thus, as with the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) and 
Basson’s (2002) model of female sexual arousal, current research also demonstrates 
that sexual stimulus (in the form of erotic film) has a significant effect on female 
sexual arousal. Given that these models and empirical research both indicate erotic 
film as having a critical role in women’s sexual arousal, there is both an empirical 
and a theoretical basis for further investigation into the effect of specific erotic film 
content variables on female sexual arousal. It is vital that research specifically 
isolates erotic film content variables and experimentally examines their effect on 
female sexual arousal so that a more complete understanding of female sexual 
arousal can be established.  
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3.2 Cognitive Factors 
In addition to stimulus factors, the most recent multidimensional models of 
female sexual arousal acknowledge the role of cognitive processes in women’s 
appraisal of sexual stimuli. Specifically, subjective arousal is proposed to be the 
result of cognitive appraisal of sexual stimuli (e.g., Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & 
Janssen, 2007). Thus there may be internal cognitive variables which affect women’s 
sexual response as well as the external sexual stimulus they are presented with. 
Although cognitive factors are recognised as moderating the effect of stimulus 
factors on women’s subjective arousal, they are not yet well understood as there is a 
lack of research in this area. Furthermore, experimental examination of cognitive 
processes is made difficult by the fact that cognitive processes are internal and do not 
have any tangible qualities making them difficult to operationalise. Thus, in order to 
identify more of the cognitive processes involved with women’s sexual arousal, this 
chapter also examines the existing literature that identifies the role of cognitive 
variables in women’s sexual arousal.  
3.2.1 Attention and Absorption  
Basson’s (2002) model of female sexual arousal and the IPM (Janssen et al., 
2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007)  both explicitly state that the cognitive process of 
“attention” may moderate the processing of sexual stimuli and subsequently impact 
on women’s sexual arousal. Attention is a cognitive process referring to specific and 
sustained focus on a particular stimulus. In relation to sexual stimuli, this would 
involve specifically focusing one’s attention on the sexual stimulus. There have been 
a number of studies which have examined the role of attention in sexual arousal and 
a recent review of the literature concluded that directional focus of attention on 
sexual cues can elicit sexual arousal (de Jong, 2009). Conversely, focus of attention 
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on distracting nonsexual cues can suppress sexual arousal (de Jong). Thus, attention 
is well recognised as a cognitive factor which affects sexual arousal.  
Less research has been conducted regarding the role of absorption in sexual 
arousal. Absorption refers to becoming fully immersed with a stimulus, and so it is a 
more specific type of attention which would allow one to become completely 
involved with a sexual stimulus without distraction from other stimuli (Sheen & 
Koukounas, 2009). Thus, becoming absorbed with sexual stimuli (such as erotica) 
may facilitate sexual arousal by enabling one to become completely involved with 
the sexual stimulus without distraction. Similarly, sexual arousal may be hindered 
when one is unable to become absorbed with a sexual stimulus, observing rather than 
being involved with it. In fact, Masters and Johnson (1970) proposed that a lack of 
absorption in sexual situations may be a contributing factor toward sexual 
dysfunction. Therefore, this thesis argues that absorption may be an important 
cognitive factor in the processing of sexual stimuli and thus requires empirical 
investigation to gain a greater understanding of female sexual arousal. 
As mentioned, there is a paucity of research that has specifically examined 
the role of absorption in sexual arousal. One study which examined predictors of 
sexual arousal to erotic film found that imagining oneself as a participant was a 
significant predictor of female subjective arousal (Janssen, Carpenter, & Graham, 
2003). Although imagining oneself as a participant is not necessary for absorption 
(Janssen et al.), it is likely that absorption is enhanced by imagining oneself as a 
participant (Sheen & Koukounas, 2009). Thus, this research indicates that absorption 
may be important to female subjective arousal.   
Correlational evidence has found a positive relationship between women’s 
absorption and subjective sexual arousal (e.g., Koukounas & McCabe, 1997) 
however this does not indicate whether absorption is causing more subjective 
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arousal. As such, Sheen and Koukounas (2009) conducted a study which 
experimentally manipulated women’s absorption using different sets of test 
instructions in order to assess the causal effect of absorption on subjective arousal. 
This involved instructing women to either become absorbed with an erotic film or to 
impartially observe the erotic film as spectators. Sheen and Koukounas found that 
participants given the absorption instruction set reported significantly greater 
subjective sexual arousal than those participants who were instructed to be 
spectators. As such, they concluded that level of absorption with erotic stimuli has a 
substantial effect on women’s subjective sexual arousal. This was one of the first 
studies to demonstrate the causal effect of absorption on women’s sexual arousal, 
however, these conclusions must be viewed with caution due to the small sample size 
which limits the generalisability of the results. Furthermore, these results are 
preliminary and therefore require replication for validation. Thus, future 
investigations must implement larger sample sizes and replicate these results in order 
to verify the conclusions made by Sheen and Koukounas. Until then, there can only 
be limited confidence that absorption impacts upon female subjective sexual arousal. 
Both, Laan and Everaerd (2011) have however conducted a study which may 
provide support for the findings of Sheen and Koukounas (2009). In an investigation 
of men and women’s subjective sexual arousal, 84 participants were required to 
either focus “hot” or focus “cool” to an erotic stimulus. The hot focus condition 
involved focusing on the arousing aspects of the erotic stimulus, as well as attention 
to the participant’s own emotional and physiological responses. This condition is 
comparable to the absorption condition described by Sheen and Koukounas. The cool 
focus condition involved directing attention towards the physical characteristics and 
details of the setting and actors, thus providing similar instruction to the spectator 
condition described by Sheen and Koukounas. Both and colleagues found that for 
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women, the greatest subjective sexual arousal was reported in the hot focus 
condition. There was however no statistically significant difference in women’s 
subjective arousal between the hot focus condition and the cool focus condition. The 
hot focus condition did however elicit a greater subjective arousal response than the 
control condition (which gave participants no instruction regarding focus). As such, 
there appears to be some consistency with the findings of Sheen and Koukounas as 
both studies indicate absorption elicits the greatest subjective arousal response in 
women; however the studies diverge in their findings of the difference between 
absorption and spectator conditions. Where Sheen and Koukounas did identify a 
significant difference between the conditions, Both and colleagues did not. This 
discrepancy once again emphasises the need for further research utilising larger 
sample sizes to determine the causal effect of absorption on female subjective 
arousal.  
In summary, evidence has demonstrated the role of attention in facilitating 
sexual arousal (de Jong, 2009) but there is only preliminary evidence to suggest the 
role of absorption as a facilitator of sexual arousal (e.g., Sheen & Koukounas, 2009). 
Basson (2002) and the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) do 
recognise the impact of attention in women’s sexual arousal and so it makes 
theoretical sense that absorption, a more specific form of attention, would also have a 
significant role in facilitating sexual arousal. Thus, absorption may be a vital 
cognitive factor in women’s experience of sexual arousal, but more research is 
required to validate this. Therefore, this thesis recommends that along with erotic 
film content variables, absorption may be empirically investigated for its effect on 
women’s sexual arousal in the hopes of ultimately obtaining greater insight into the 
factors which cause, influence, and enhance women’s sexual arousal.  
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3.2.2  Response Expectancies 
Thus far, it has been argued that attention and absorption may be cognitive 
factors which moderate the experience of female sexual arousal. In addition to 
attention and absorption, there has also been previous investigation of response 
expectancies as a cognitive factor which may moderate female sexual arousal. 
Response expectancies are one’s expectations of how they will respond in certain 
situations (Kirsch, 1997). For example, a response expectancy may be the 
expectation that one will panic when speaking in public. Within the context of a 
sexual situation, women may have certain expectations of how they will respond 
when presented with a sexual stimulus. These response expectancies may be positive 
or negative. For example, a woman may expect that she will feel aroused when 
watching an erotic film (a positive expectancy) and she may expect that she will feel 
disgusted when perusing a men’s erotic magazine (a negative expectancy). 
It has been postulated that response expectancies moderate sexual arousal in 
that positive expectancies may facilitate sexual arousal and negative expectancies 
may inhibit sexual arousal (Briddell & Wilson, 1976). Palace (1999) has argued that 
expectancies play a major role in female sexual dysfunction, postulating that 
negative expectancies following physiological dysfunction will actually work to 
facilitate further physiological dysfunction, and so a negative feedback loop between 
expectancies and physiological response is created. However, by adapting 
expectancies so that they become positive, this can alter the negative feedback loop 
and actually increase physiological function as well as creating a more positive 
subjective experience of sexual arousal. Thus, it has been proposed that response 
expectancies may have a significant impact on women’s sexual arousal, particularly 
in inhibiting and facilitating sexual arousal. Therefore, response expectancies require 
further empirical investigation to establish their role in female sexual arousal, 
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particularly in examining how response expectancies affect the relationship between 
the sexual stimulus and sexual arousal. 
Empirical investigation of response expectancies in sexual arousal is limited, 
however some research has been conducted in the area of male sexual arousal (e.g., 
Bach, Brown, & Barlow, 1999; Briddell & Wilson, 1976; Oswald & Cleary, 1986). 
For example, it has been found that inducing the expectancy of low sexual response 
resulted in lower physiological response to erotic film (Bach et al., 1999). As for 
research regarding expectancies in female sexual arousal, there has been one 
prominent study by Palace (1995). The study involved 64 women with sexual 
dysfunction. Firstly, all participants were shown an erotic film while genital arousal 
was measured via vaginal photoplethysmograph. The erotic film presentation was 
followed by measures of self-reported subjective arousal.  Half of the participants 
were then shown a false-positive feedback graph of their vaginal blood volume 
(VBV) as recorded during the first film presentation, measured by the vaginal 
photoplethysmograph, which gave these women the impression that they were 
having a positive genital response to the erotic film which was comparable to 
sexually healthy women. The other half of the participants did not receive any 
feedback regarding their genital responses. At this stage, all participants were then 
asked to assess how aroused they then expected to feel in the next presentation of 
erotic film. Participants were then shown a second erotic film while genital arousal 
was measured simultaneously, followed by measure of participants’ subjective 
sexual arousal. 
Palace (1995) identified that the women given false-positive feedback 
reported significantly more positive expectancies of sexual arousal than the 
comparison group (who did not receive any feedback), as well as demonstrating 
higher vasocongestion and subjective arousal in the second erotic film presentation. 
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Thus, it appeared that the provision of false-positive feedback had elicited an 
improvement in expectancies of sexual arousal, as well as an increase in subjective 
and genital arousal. Further statistical analysis was able to reveal that those women 
with greater expectations of sexual arousal increased their actual genital response 
within 30 seconds of the film presentation. Thus, Palace attributes the greater genital 
and subjective arousal within the second film presentation to an increased 
expectation of sexual arousal, which was elicited through false-positive feedback. 
Therefore, this study indicates that positive response expectancies (i.e., expecting to 
feel sexually aroused) may facilitate subjective and genital sexual arousal in women. 
The study by Palace (1995) was well conducted in terms of utilising a sound 
experimental design and maintaining experimental control across groups (as they 
only differed in the provision of VBV feedback). However, the validity of these 
results for sexually healthy women remains unknown, as the sample consisted only 
of women with sexual dysfunction. It may be the case that expectancies play a larger 
role for women experiencing dysfunction and may not be as essential to healthy 
women’s sexual arousal. This issue may be resolved through further investigation of 
the influence of expectancies on sexual arousal in sexually healthy women. 
McCall and Meston (2007) aimed to further investigate the results of Palace’s 
(1995) study, this time incorporating a false-negative feedback VBV graph as well as 
false-positive feedback. The false-negative feedback gave the impression that the 
women were not having a genital response to the erotic film. Within this study, 31 
women (16 sexually functional, 15 with sexual arousal disorder) were recruited. As 
with the study by Palace, the McCall and Meston study involved initial presentation 
of an erotic film (with simultaneous measures of subjective and genital arousal), 
provision of feedback (half got false-positive, half got false-negative), followed by 
presentation of a second erotic film (with simultaneous measures of subjective and 
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genital arousal). However, unlike Palace, the McCall and Meston study obtained 
measures of sexual arousal expectancies twice – once prior to watching the first 
erotic film and again after participants received VBV feedback. Thus, there was a 
baseline measure of expectancies which allowed for examination of change in 
expectancies following genital feedback.  
This study concluded that the false-positive feedback lead to a significant 
increase in subjective arousal while the false-negative feedback lead to a significant 
decrease in subjective arousal. These findings applied to both women with and 
without a sexual dysfunction. In regard to genital arousal, the false-positive feedback 
did not affect genital arousal in sexually functional women; however, there was an 
interesting finding that the false-positive feedback lead to decreased genital arousal 
in women with sexual arousal disorder. The false-negative feedback did not affect 
either group in their genital arousal response. This study also investigated change in 
expectancies of sexual arousal following feedback, as Palace (1995) had suggested 
that the false-positive feedback lead to higher expectancies which lead to a greater 
sexual arousal response. McCall and Meston (2007) did not find this to be the case, 
as there was no significant changes in expectancies following either false-positive or 
false-negative feedback. However, the authors argue that this may have been due to 
the wording of the expectancies question, which asked women how aroused they 
believed they could get in an ideal situation. It seems that the study would have 
benefitted from directly asking participants how aroused they expected to get then 
and there, as this would have allowed for a more accurate depiction of the effect of 
feedback on current expectancies. Thus, the findings in relation to expectancies may 
not be valid. In addition to this limitation, McCall and Meston’s study had a 
relatively small sample size which also makes the generalisability of these results 
limited. Although, it is still worth noting that the effect of false-positive feedback in 
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increasing women’s subjective sexual arousal was consistent across this study and 
that by Palace. 
Overall, the results of the studies by Palace (1995) and McCall and Meston 
(2007) do indicate that the provision of genital feedback may affect women’s 
subjective and genital arousal, and this effect may be mediated by expectancies. That 
it, the VBV feedback may elicit a change in expectancies which may then elicit a 
change in sexual response. The findings of these empirical studies in conjunction 
with the arguments made by Palace (1999) regarding the importance of response 
expectancies in women’s sexual arousal provides a theoretical and empirical basis for 
considering expectancies as an important cognitive factor within female sexual 
arousal. However, the role of expectancies has not been explicitly addressed as a 
cognitive factor within current conceptualisations of female sexual arousal such as 
Basson’s (2002) model of female sexual arousal and the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; 
Laan & Janssen, 2007). Then again, this is possibly due to the lack of research into 
response expectancies in sexual arousal. As such, the role of response expectancies 
must be further investigated as a cognitive factor which may inhibit or facilitate the 
experience of sexual arousal in women. As well as recognising the role of response 
expectancies, the effect size of the expectancies on women’s genital and subjective 
arousal must also be identified.  
Thus, this thesis argues that in addition to erotic film content variables, 
response expectancies must also undergo investigation within an empirical research 
project. It is important to assess women’s response expectancies in regard to erotic 
film as research has demonstrated that response expectancies may facilitate or inhibit 
women’s sexual response to erotic film (Palace, 1995). As such, investigating erotic 
film content variables as well as response expectancies will lead to greater 
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knowledge of the processes involved in female sexual arousal and therein there shall 
be a greater understanding of female sexuality generally. 
3.3  Chapter Summary 
 This chapter began by evaluating past research on the effect of erotic film on 
women’s sexual arousal. Although there is a paucity of research within this area, it 
was concluded that film content significantly affects female sexual arousal, 
particularly subjective arousal. This is consistent with recent conceptualisations of 
female sexual arousal which highlight the importance of appraisal of sexual stimuli 
to women’s sexual arousal (Basson, 2002; Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 
2007). Thus it was argued that there is both a theoretical and empirical basis for 
further exploring the role of erotic film content in women’s subjective sexual arousal.  
It was also noted that the studies which have attempted to examine some 
specific aspects of erotic film for their effect on sexual response are limited in their 
validity (due to methodological flaws) and generalisability (due to small samples). 
Given these limitations, it was once again argued that further empirical investigation 
of the effect of erotic content on female subjective arousal is needed to replicate, 
validate and expand on these past results.  
This chapter then reviewed the role of cognitive factors in women’s appraisal 
of sexual stimuli. Specifically it was argued on the basis of past research that 
absorption and response expectancies may have an important role in mediating 
women’s sexual response to erotic stimuli. As such it was concluded that response 
expectancies and absorption also require investigation as variables affecting female 
subjective arousal in an empirical study.  
By examining both stimulus factors (i.e., erotic film content) and cognitive 
factors (i.e., response expectancies and absorption) for their role in female subjective 
arousal, more can be understood about the processes underlying female sexual 
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arousal which shall then result in a greater knowledge of the broader concept of 
female sexuality. Based on this assertion, the chapter to follow outlines a proposal 
for an empirical research project examining the effect of erotic film content on 
female sexual arousal.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: Proposed Research 
4.1  Research Rationale 
Thus far, this thesis has evaluated both theory and empirical research 
regarding the effect of erotic film content on female sexual arousal. Current 
conceptualisations such as the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) and 
Basson’s (2002) model do indeed highlight the importance of a sexual stimulus (such 
as erotic film) in eliciting sexual arousal, however neither model explicitly states the 
specific elements within sexual stimuli that are perceived as arousing. Similarly, 
empirical research has suggested that erotic film appears to have a pivotal role in 
women’s sexual arousal as varying content results in varying levels of sexual arousal 
(e.g., Chivers et al., 2007; Laan et al., 1994; Sheen, 2004; Woodard et al., 2008). 
However, few studies have been conducted that have specifically isolated erotic film 
content variables and experimentally examined their effect on female sexual arousal. 
Both theory and research are potentially limited in the delineation of the precise role 
of stimulus content on female sexual arousal and as such there needs to be further 
empirical investigation of the specific stimulus characteristics which women appraise 
as having greater sexual appeal. The findings of such research can lead to a more 
complete understanding of the mechanisms underlying female sexual arousal. 
A greater conceptualisation of female sexual arousal will also have 
implications for clinical practice. A dysfunction generally indicates a disturbance 
from ‘normal’ functioning (Barlow & Durand, 2012). As such, there must first be 
understanding of normal sexual functioning before there can be true 
conceptualisation of abnormal sexual functioning. This point is illustrated further in 
the recent movement towards modifying the female sexual arousal disorder (FSAD) 
classification to a conjoint female sexual interest/arousal disorder for the upcoming 
fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) 
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(Graham, 2010). As outlined in this thesis, sexual arousal was traditionally viewed as 
a physiological event. Correspondingly, the sexual dysfunction of FSAD has been 
categorised as an inability to achieve or maintain adequate lubrication – a 
physiological component of sexual arousal (American Psychiatric Association 
[APA], 2000). However, as it is now recognised that female sexual arousal also 
involves a subjective component, many clinicians and researchers alike have argued 
that dysfunctional sexual arousal should also incorporate a disturbance in subjective 
arousal (e.g., Basson, 2005). As such, female sexual interest/arousal disorder 
(FSIAD) has been proposed as a replacement for FSAD as it does not specify that 
arousal relates to physiological sensations alone (and also incorporates the close 
relationship between desire and arousal) (Graham). Thus, it is clear that 
conceptualisations of ‘normal’ sexual functioning inform the classification of sexual 
dysfunction.  
As this thesis aims to further understand the mechanisms underlying female 
sexual arousal in response to erotic stimuli, the results may lend to future research 
examining abnormal or dysfunctional sexual response to erotic stimuli too. In 
particular, the proposed criteria for FSIAD include an absent or reduced sexual 
response to erotic cues (Balon & Wise, 2011). By further investigating the stimulus 
and cognitive factors which may affect women’s response to erotic cues, this thesis 
may also identify potential factors which cause or perpetuate an absent or reduced 
response to sexual stimuli in women with FSIAD. For example, an absent or reduced 
response to a sexual stimulus may potentially be due to specific stimulus factors 
which are not considered sexually appealing (Basson, 2002). Lack of absorption and 
negative response expectancies may also reduce women’s response to a sexual 
stimulus (Masters & Johnson, 1970; Palace, 1999). It is important to first identify the 
role of these factors in ‘normal’ female subjective arousal so that ‘abnormal’ 
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subjective arousal can be appropriately defined and identified. Thus, this thesis may 
have clinical implications in identifying potential factors contributing to FSIAD. 
Identification of the factors affecting female subjective arousal may also have 
clinical implications for the treatment of FSIAD. That is, if certain factors are found 
to enhance female subjective arousal, these could be incorporated into sexual 
dysfunction treatment. For example, if there are particular stimulus factors which 
result in greater subjective arousal, erotic materials containing these features could 
be prescribed to women reporting low subjective arousal. In fact, bibliotherapy is 
already a component of treatment for low sexual desire (Weeks, Hertlein, & 
Gambescia, 2009). Thus, the results of this thesis may provide direction for the use 
of bibliotherapy in subjective arousal dysfunction too.  
Further investigation of the relationship between cognitive factors and 
subjective arousal may also support current interventions for female sexual 
dysfunction. Specifically, if greater absorption with sexual stimuli is found to be 
associated with greater subjective arousal (as in Sheen & Koukounas, 2009), then 
this finding would support the utility of interventions such as sensate focus and 
mindfulness techniques which encourage absorption with the sexual stimulus to 
facilitate arousal (Brotto & Woo, 2010; Laan & Both, 2011). Similarly, if greater 
response expectancies are found to be associated with greater subjective arousal (as 
in Palace, 1995), then this finding would support the utility of cognitive restructuring 
to address negative expectancies (Laan & Both). Therefore, this thesis may also have 
clinical implications by supporting the role of the abovementioned interventions in 
the treatment of FSIAD.  
In summary, there are many implications for investigating the role of erotic 
film content on women’s sexual arousal such as addressing a potential void in the 
empirical research, adding to theoretical conceptualisations of female sexual arousal 
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and contributing to the overall understanding of normal sexual functioning in 
women. There are also clinical implications for investigating both stimulus factors 
and cognitive factors in female subjective arousal, such as informing treatment for 
FSIAD. As such, an empirical investigation examining several specific aspects of 
erotic film content for their effect on women’s subsequent subjective arousal 
response was conducted. This investigation also examined the relationship between 
cognitive factors and women’s subjective arousal. The variables chosen for 
investigation and hypotheses are outlined below.  
4.2  Variables Investigated and Hypotheses 
4.2.1  Stimulus Factors  
Through critical review of the literature, this thesis has identified several 
erotic film content variables which may affect women’s sexual arousal and as such 
require further empirical investigation to confirm their role in female sexual arousal. 
Firstly, past research has shown that erotic film which differs in length of foreplay 
has resulted in varying levels of subjective sexual arousal (Sheen, 2004). In addition, 
it has also been postulated that the longer foreplay seen within female-oriented 
erotica may be a cause behind women’s greater sexual responses to female-oriented 
erotica (Laan et al., 1994). Thus, this thesis proposes that length of foreplay be 
investigated as an erotic film content variable for its effect on women’s sexual 
arousal. On the basis of Sheen’s results, it is hypothesised that women will report 
greater arousal to film which spends a larger portion of time on foreplay as opposed 
to larger portions of time on explicit sexual activity (i.e., cunnilingus and 
intercourse).  
Sexual activity depicted within erotic film has also previously undergone 
investigation by Woodard and colleagues (2008), where it was found that women’s 
subjective arousal ratings differ depending on the activity shown. Specifically, it was 
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concluded that women have a subjective preference for erotic film which depicted 
heterosexual vaginal intercourse. However, as mentioned earlier, this study had many 
methodological flaws. As such, this research will aim to identify the effect of sexual 
activity shown within erotic film on women’s sexual arousal. Specifically, this 
research will compare film which depicts cunnilingus, intercourse, or both activities. 
It has previously been theorised that women may report higher subjective arousal to 
erotic content that is focused on the woman’s pleasure (Laan et al., 1994). Thus, 
depicting both cunnilingus and intercourse may possibly have an additive affect on 
women’s sexual arousal as it will depict two activities which focus on the woman’s 
pleasure as opposed to just one activity. Hence, it is hypothesised that women will 
report greater arousal to erotic film which incorporates both cunnilingus and vaginal 
intercourse, as opposed to film with only one of these activities. 
In addition to these content variables, it is proposed that the visual depiction 
of the woman having an orgasm be investigated for its effect on women’s sexual 
response. This variable has not been empirically investigated however previous 
research has indicated that women do report greater sexual arousal to erotic film 
which is female-oriented (as opposed to male-oriented) where content typically has 
greater focus on the woman’s pleasure (Laan et al., 1994; Mosher & MacIan, 1994). 
As such, Laan and colleagues postulated that erotic film which focuses on the 
woman’s pleasure may be more arousing to women. As orgasm is representative of 
sexual pleasure, this thesis thus proposes that visual depiction of the woman having 
an orgasm may have an effect on women’s sexual response to erotica. Specifically, it 
is hypothesised that women will report greater arousal to erotic film which depicts 
the female actress having an orgasm as opposed to film which does not depict female 
orgasm.  
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Finally, there is conflicting findings in regards to the effect of scenario on 
women’s subjective arousal. In an investigation of married women, Fisher and Byrne 
(1978) concluded that women report more sexual arousal to films which have a 
casual sex scenario compared to a romantic or lust scenario. Alternatively, Mosher 
and White (1980) and Chivers and Timmers (2012) did not find an effect of erotic 
audiotape scenario on women’s subjective arousal. Thus, this thesis proposes that 
scenario be investigated in the upcoming research project by comparing women’s 
preferences for a causal sex scenario, romantic scenario or no scenario when viewing 
erotic film. As this thesis shall utilise erotic film rather than audiotape, predictions 
will be made on the basis of Fisher and Byrne’s study (which also utilised erotic 
film). Thus, it is hypothesised that women will report greater subjective sexual 
arousal to erotic film which incorporates a casual sex scenario, as opposed to a 
romantic scenario or absence of a scenario. 
 Thus, there are four erotic film content variables which have been chosen for 
empirical investigation – length of foreplay, sexual activity, female orgasm, and 
scenario. These will act as independent variables and be studied for their effect on 
the dependent variable of subjective sexual arousal response. Two studies shall be 
conducted which will examine two independent variables each. Study 1 will examine 
the effect of length of foreplay and sexual activity on women’s responses. Study 2 
will examine the effect of female orgasm and scenario on women’s responses. The 
design, methods and results for each study are described in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, 
respectively.  
 As an additional exploratory investigation of stimulus factors, participants 
will also complete a questionnaire asking for ratings of the erotic film content. This 
questionnaire (entitled The Erotic Film Content Questionnaire) was created 
specifically for this research project. It is aimed at determining which aspects of the 
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film were rated highly by the participants, therefore gaining further data on the 
overall aspects of erotic film content which women appraise as sexually arousing. 
The questionnaire also assessed the overall importance of various film aspects to the 
participants’ sexual arousal. As this is an exploratory investigation, there are no 
specific hypotheses being tested.  
4.2.2  Cognitive Factors  
In addition to these erotic film variables, two cognitive factors shall be 
explored for their relationships with female subjective arousal. Firstly, response 
expectancies shall be investigated for their relationship with women’s sexual arousal 
as research has indicated that response expectancies may have a role in inhibiting or 
facilitating female sexual arousal (Palace, 1995). Response expectancies will be 
investigated by comparing self-reported expectancies with women’s actual responses 
to the erotic film. Based on past research, it is hypothesised that women’s 
expectations have a significant influence on their responses to erotic film. 
Secondly, the relationship between absorption and subjective arousal shall be 
examined. The rationale for this is based on past research which has indicated level 
of absorption with erotic stimuli affects subsequent subjective sexual arousal in 
women (Sheen & Koukounas, 2009). In addition, conceptualisations of female sexual 
arousal indicate that attention (the greater cognitive process encompassing 
absorption) affects sexual arousal. It is hypothesised that there will be a significant 
relationship between self-reported absorption and sexual response.  
4.3  Summary of Proposed Research 
The primary aim of this research is to examine the effect of erotic film 
content on female subjective arousal. A secondary aim is to assess the role of 
cognitive factors in women’s subjective arousal. The following chapters describe the 
methods and results of two studies. Study 1 aims to investigate the effect of length of 
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foreplay on female subjective arousal as well as the effect of sexual activity on 
female subjective arousal. Study 2 aims to investigate the effect of female orgasm on 
women’s subjective arousal and the effect of scenario on women’s subjective 
arousal. Both studies aim to examine the relationship between response expectancies 
and subjective arousal; and absorption and subjective arousal. 
This research shall provide a substantial advancement toward the current 
knowledge of female sexual arousal for several reasons. Firstly, by experimentally 
examining the effect of specific erotic film content variables, this research will be 
investigating an otherwise neglected area of female sexuality and thus shall be 
providing unique information toward the conceptualisation of female sexual arousal. 
Secondly, it is vital that the effect of stimulus factors are empirically investigated as 
current conceptualisations of female sexual arousal recognise the stimulus as an 
important determinant of women’s sexual response. Finally, conducting this research 
is necessary to gain a greater understanding of the factors which effect women’s 
sexual arousal, which may lead to greater understanding of female sexuality 
generally. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: Study 1 
5.1  Study Aims and Hypotheses 
The present study aims to investigate the effect of two erotic film content 
variables – length of foreplay and sexual activity – for their effect on women’s 
subjective sexual arousal. By using self-report questionnaires women will be 
compared for differences in sexual arousal on the basis of the film content they view. 
It is hypothesised that:  
1) Women will report greater subjective sexual arousal to film which depicts 
more foreplay as opposed to film which depicts more explicit sexual activity 
(i.e., cunnilingus and intercourse).  
2) Women will report greater subjective sexual arousal to film which shows 
both cunnilingus and vaginal intercourse, as opposed to film with only one of 
these activities.  
The present study also aims to examine female subjective arousal for its 
relationship with both response expectancies and absorption. All three variables are 
measured through self-report questionnaires. For these analyses, it is hypothesised 
that: 
3) There is a significant positive relationship between the self-reported sexual 
arousal expectancy and sexual arousal response in women.  
4) Greater expectancy of sexual arousal significantly predicts greater subjective 
sexual arousal in women. 
5) There is a significant positive relationship between self-reported absorption 
and subjective sexual arousal in women.  
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5.2  Method 
5.2.1  Design 
The study utilised a between-subjects design in order to explore the variables 
of interest. Ten different film clips of 5 minutes length were developed in order to 
portray the different levels of the independent variables. The first independent 
variable of interest, length of foreplay, was manipulated by creating a low-foreplay 
level (1 minute of foreplay shown to 4 minutes of explicit sexual activity), medium 
foreplay level (2.5 minutes foreplay to 2.5 minutes of explicit sexual activity) and a 
high foreplay level (4 minutes foreplay to 1 minute of explicit sexual activity). For 
the purposes of this research, foreplay is defined as sexual behaviour preceding 
explicit sexual activity such as oral, vaginal or anal intercourse. Foreplay therefore 
includes eye contact, kissing, stroking and undressing. This definition of foreplay is 
consistent with past research (e.g., Laan et al., 1994; Sheen, 2004).  
The second independent variable of interest in the present study is sexual 
activity depicted. This refers to the sexual behaviours engaged in by the actors which 
do not include foreplay. For the purposes of this research, two sexual activities were 
investigated – vaginal intercourse and cunnilingus. Three levels were investigated – 
vaginal intercourse alone, cunnilingus alone, and combination (cunnilingus followed 
by vaginal intercourse). 
In order to depict the three levels of each independent variable, nine edits of 
the same film were created. A final control clip was also created. As such, there are 
ten clips under investigation in total. As there are ten clips, there are also ten 
experimental conditions (see Table 1).  
Each participant was then randomly assigned to one of the ten experimental 
conditions. As the conditions are all shown different film content, sexual responses 
are compared between conditions to determine the effect of the erotic film content  
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Table 1 
Experimental Conditions for Study 1 
Condition Number Foreplay Sexual Activity Time Distribution 
1 Low Cunnilingus 1 minute foreplay 
4 minutes cunnilingus 
2 Low Vaginal Intercourse 1 minute foreplay 
4 minutes vaginal intercourse 
3 Low Combination 1 minute foreplay 
2 minutes cunnilingus 
2 minutes vaginal intercourse 
4 Medium Cunnilingus 2.5 minutes foreplay 
2.5 minutes cunnilingus 
5 Medium Vaginal Intercourse 2.5 minutes foreplay  
2.5 minutes vaginal intercourse 
6 Medium Combination 2.5 min foreplay 
1.25 minutes cunnilingus 
1.25 minutes vaginal intercourse 
7 High Cunnilingus 4 minutes foreplay 
1 minute cunnilingus 
8 High Vaginal Intercourse 4 minutes foreplay  
1 minute vaginal intercourse 
9 High Combination 4 minutes foreplay  
0.5 minutes cunnilingus  
0.5 minutes vaginal intercourse 
10 - - 5 min nature shots 
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variables on women’s subjective sexual arousal. A total of nine participants per 
experimental condition were recruited. 
5.2.2 Participants 
An initial sample of 90 participants were recruited, however three participants 
were removed from the sample during data analysis. One case was removed on the 
basis of identifying as same-sex attracted, one case was removed on the basis of 
identifying as having a sexual dysfunction, and one case was removed due to missing 
data. As such, a total of 87 participants meeting inclusion criteria were recruited, 
with age ranging from 18 to 49 (M = 24.90, SD = 5.94). All participants were female. 
Only 17.2% reported no current sexual partner and the vast majority of the sample 
(98.9%) reported previous experience with erotic materials. Participation was 
voluntary and unpaid. Recruitment occurred through placing flyers around the 
Burwood campus of Deakin University, Australia (see Appendix A). An online 
invitation was also utilised which provided information on participation and included 
contact details of the researcher. In addition, forwarding of the online invitation was 
encouraged to recruit acquaintances of the existing participants. 
5.2.3 Materials 
Film segments. The nine erotic film clips were taken from the 2003 film 
“Stud Hunters”, an erotic film produced specifically for women (Femme 
Productions, Adam & Eve Productions, 2003). It was utilised with permission from 
the film’s director/producer, Candida Royalle. A scene which features a man and 
woman engaging in various sexual behaviours including foreplay, cunnilingus, and 
vaginal intercourse was edited to create the nine stimulus clips. The stimulus clips 
did not feature male or female orgasm. All nine clips were taken from a single scene 
as to control confounding variables such as actor characteristics, setting, etc. Each 
film clip was 5 minutes in duration.  
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The control clip was developed using various live-action shots of waterfalls, 
rivers and lakes. The segments were royalty free and available to download for free 
from the company Footage Firm (stockfootageforfree.com). The final control clip 
was 5 minutes in duration. 
Demographics and Sexual Information Checklist. Participants were asked to 
indicate their age and occupation, followed by questions with a forced-choice 
response format which asked participants to indicate their relationship status (e.g., 
single, married, separated etc.), current sexual partners, sexual orientation, and 
previous exposure to erotic materials. Finally participants were asked if they believe 
they have a sexual dysfunction. This final question was included as a precaution to 
ensure that all participants were believed to be ‘sexually healthy’. 
Responses to Erotic Film Questionnaire. In keeping with past research (e.g., 
Sheen and Koukounas, 2009), a self-report measure of responses to the film was 
utilised. Importantly, this included a subjective sexual arousal response. Participants 
were asked to rate the degree to which they experienced ten emotions whilst 
watching the erotic film using a five-point Likert scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 
(extremely). These emotions included sexually aroused, absorbed, anxious, disgusted, 
entertained, angry, interested, ashamed, enjoyment, and guilty.  
Erotic Film Expectations Questionnaire Part A. This questionnaire was 
created to assess participants response expectancies in regard to the film clip they 
were about to watch. Obtaining a self-report measure of expectancies was based on 
the approach used by Palace (1995) and McCall and Meston (2007). The 
questionnaire begins with the statement “During the film, I expect to feel” followed 
by 10 items representing 10 potential responses to the film (sexually aroused, 
absorbed, anxious, disgusted, entertained, angry, interested, ashamed, enjoyment, 
and guilty). Participants indicated whether the item described how they expected to 
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feel during the film on a five-point Likert scale of 1 (I don’t expect to feel this way), 
3 (Unsure if I will or won’t feel this way) and 5 (Very much expect to feel this way). 
These ten items were chosen to correspond with the ten emotional responses listed 
within the Responses to Erotic Film Questionnaire, allowing for direct comparison 
between expectancies and responses.   
Erotic Film Expectations Questionnaire Part B. This questionnaire was 
utilised as a follow-up to the original Part A expectations questionnaire. Participants 
were asked to indicate how similar their feelings experienced during the film were 
with their original expectations using a five-point Likert scale of 1 (not as expected) 
to 5 (as expected). The ten items are the same as those listed above in Part A. This 
questionnaire provides additional information on participant’s awareness of whether 
their expectations were met and provides further evidence for the potential 
relationship between expectancies and responses to the film. 
Erotic Film Content Questionnaire. This questionnaire was created to 
determine which aspects of the film were rated highly by the participants and 
therefore gain richer data on the overall aspects of erotic film content which women 
appraise as sexually arousing. The questionnaire also assessed the overall importance 
of various film aspects to the participants’ sexual arousal. As a measure of this nature 
did not exist prior to this research, the items were developed on the basis of the 
researchers’ perceptions of the possible content variables which may influence 
women’s sexual arousal. Each item was designed to examine an individual aspect of 
the film. For example, participants were asked “Did you think the female actor was 
attractive?” and “Is it important for the female actor to be attractive?”. There are 72 
items in total. Responses are recorded using a five-point Likert scale of 1 (not at all) 
to 5 (very much so).  
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Sexual Attitudes and Behaviour Questionnaire. This measure assesses 
participants’ experience of and feelings towards 14 sexual activities (Bentler, 1968; 
as modified by Koukounas & McCabe, 1997). The activities range from light kissing 
to anal intercourse. Participants indicated their experience with an activity on a five-
point Likert scale of 1 (never) to 5 (very often). Similarly, attitudes were measured 
on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (highly negative) to 5 (highly positive). 
Previous research has utilised this questionnaire to gain further demographics on the 
research sample in terms of past sexual experience and attitudes to sexual activity 
(e.g., Koukounas & McCabe).  
Testing equipment. Participants were provided with written test instructions 
(see Appendix B). All questionnaires were in paper and pencil format (see Appendix 
C). A4 envelopes were provided for participants to conceal their completed 
questionnaires. By sealing their questionnaires, participants were assured that the 
researcher supervising testing was not able to immediately see their responses and as 
such anonymity was maintained. Participants watched the clips on a DVD through 
either a computer or television with a screen size of approximately 17 inches. For the 
purposes of this study, the sound was muted as auditory cues were not the focus of 
this investigation.  
5.2.4 Procedure 
This research was approved by the Deakin University Human Ethics 
Advisory Group Health (HEAG-H). Participants responded to advertising by 
contacting the researcher via email. The researcher then provided more details of the 
study procedure and a copy of the plain language statement (see Appendix D). After 
reading the plain language statement, participants provided consent by choosing to 
participate in the study and a time was arranged with the researcher.  
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Testing was conducted on campus at Deakin University Burwood in an empty 
room with closed window blinds to ensure the participant’s privacy. The researcher 
sat outside the room while the participant completed testing. All participants were 
seated so that they were approximately 1 metre away from the TV/computer screen. 
Participation began by completing the Demographics and Sexual Information 
Checklist and the Erotic Film Expectations Questionnaire Part A and sealing these 
responses in an envelope. Participants then watched a 5 minute video clip. This was 
followed by completing the Responses to Erotic Film Questionnaire, Erotic Film 
Content Questionnaire, Erotic Film Expectations Questionnaire Part B and the 
Sexual Attitudes and Behaviours Questionnaire and sealing these in a second 
envelope. Participants were instructed to not include any personally identifying 
information on the questionnaires so that their responses remained anonymous.  
5.3  Results 
5.3.1 Data Screening 
Data analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics version 20. Prior to 
analysis, data was screened for accuracy and missing values. Exclusion criteria 
resulted in the removal of one case which identified as same-sex attracted and one 
case which identified as having a sexual dysfunction. Upon performing an SPSS 
Missing Value Analysis it appeared that one case was missing a large amount of data 
(28.9%). This case was subsequently deleted from further analysis. The remaining 
cases had less than 5% of missing data which appeared to be distributed at random. 
This missing data was replaced using item mean substitution (Tabachnick & Fidell, 
2007). Results were considered statistically significant at p < .05 level.  
Data were screened for outliers on scales measuring expectancies, responses 
and erotic film content items. Univariate outliers (z > 3.29) were identified on several 
variables. It was determined that outliers were sampled from the target population for 
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this study and thus remained in the analysis. An attempt to transform outliers to the 
next most extreme value plus one unit as recommended by Tabachnick and Fidell 
(2007) was unsuccessful due to the small range of the scales. As such, outliers were 
maintained in the analysis without transformation. 
The additional assumption tests for each analysis are presented along with 
their results. It is important to note that several variables throughout violated the 
assumption of normality.  Attempts to transform these variables into a normal 
distribution using methods such as square root, logarithm and inverse transformation 
were unsuccessful. That is, they still appeared skewed despite transformation. As 
such, the untransformed variables were retained. Violations of normality have little 
impact on the F test as it is considered a robust procedure (Tabachnick & Fidell, 
2007). For the analyses exploring relationships among variables, violations of 
normality can weaken the results. However, with the exception of the exploratory 
factor analysis (see section 5.3.6), the variables that underwent relationship analyses 
in this study are skewed in the same direction, reducing the impact of non-normality 
(Tabachnick & Fidell). 
5.3.2 Total Sample Demographic Characteristics 
The final sample consisted of 87 female participants. There were a number of 
participants which identified as bisexual (20.7%) and the remaining identified as 
heterosexual (79.3%). There were 62.1% of participants with a steady sexual partner, 
20.7% with casual sex partner/s and 17.2% with no current sexual partner. Further 
information on the participants’ sexual experience and attitudes toward sexual 
activities is contained in Table 2 and Table 3. The data are based on the Sexual 
Attitudes and Behaviour Questionnaire, where participants indicated their level of 
experience with a sexual activity on a scale of 1 (never) to 5 (very often) and then 
their feelings towards that activity on a scale of 1 (highly negative) to 5 (highly  
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Table 2 
Means and Standard Deviations for Sexual Experiences of Total Sample 
              95% CI 
Sexual Experience    M SD Lower Upper 
Self-masturbation    3.61 1.06   3.38   3.83 
Hand-holding   4.33 0.90   4.13   4.51 
Light kissing   4.55 0.77   4.39   4.71 
Necking   4.43 0.82   4.26   4.61 
Light breast petting   3.93 1.02   3.71   4.15 
Heavy breast petting   4.32 0.81   4.15   4.50 
Light genital petting of the female   3.77 0.97   3.56   3.98 
Heavy genital petting of the female   4.24 0.85   4.06   4.42 
Manual stimulation of male genitals   4.16 0.95   3.96   4.36 
Oral stimulation of female genitals   3.60 1.14   3.35   3.84 
Oral stimulation of male genitals   3.83 1.08   3.59   4.05 
Petting of each other’s genitals resulting in orgasm   3.50 1.19   3.24   3.75 
Vaginal intercourse   4.44 0.94   4.23   4.63 
Anal intercourse   1.87 0.91   1.67   2.06 
Total 54.54 8.83 52.66 56.42 
Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1 = never, 5 = very often); N = 87. 
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Table 3 
Means and Standard Deviations for Sexual Attitudes of Total Sample 
               95% CI 
Sexual Activity M SD Lower Upper 
Self-masturbation    4.23 0.91   4.02   4.41 
Hand-holding   4.65 0.73   4.49   4.80 
Light kissing   4.84 0.45   4.74   4.93 
Necking   4.84 0.43   4.74   4.93 
Light breast petting   4.21 0.82   4.03   4.38 
Heavy breast petting   4.54 0.78   4.38   4.71 
Light genital petting of the female   4.18 0.90   3.99   4.37 
Heavy genital petting of the female   4.68 0.60   4.55   4.81 
Manual stimulation of male genitals   4.10 0.89   3.91   4.29 
Oral stimulation of female genitals   4.12 1.14   3.85   4.35 
Oral stimulation of male genitals   3.81 1.10   3.57   4.04 
Petting of each other’s genitals resulting in orgasm   4.38 0.75   4.21   4.53 
Vaginal intercourse   4.74 0.59   4.61   4.86 
Anal intercourse   2.25 1.11   1.99   2.47 
Total 59.48 6.00 58.21 60.76 
Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1 = highly negative, 5 = highly positive); N = 87. 
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positive).  All mean scores are greater than 3 with the exception of the anal 
intercourse items. This indicated that on average, the sample reported previous 
sexual experience on all activities excluding anal intercourse. Similarly, the results 
indicated that the sample reported positive attitudes towards all activities excluding 
anal intercourse.  
5.3.3 The Effect of Film Content on Subjective Sexual Arousal 
Manipulation check. Prior to hypothesis testing, means, standard deviations 
and confidence intervals were obtained for each condition on the dependent variable 
of subjective sexual arousal (see Table 4). In order to ensure that the erotic film clips 
elicited a greater sexual response than the control film clip, a one-way analysis of 
variance with planned comparisons was conducted. Sexual arousal was normally 
distributed in seven of the experimental conditions. Two conditions, ‘low foreplay 
and cunnilingus’ and ‘medium foreplay and vaginal intercourse’ appeared to be 
slightly bimodal on visual inspection. The control group was positively skewed. The 
conditions were retained in the analysis despite non-normality as violations of 
normality have little impact on the F test as it is considered a robust procedure 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The assumption of homogeneity of variance was not 
violated, F(9, 77) = 1.98, p = .05.  
Results indicated that there was a statistically significant difference between 
the ten groups on the measure of subjective sexual arousal, F(9, 77) = 3.61, p = .001. 
A planned comparison demonstrated significantly lower reports of subjective sexual 
arousal in the control group compared with the nine experimental groups, F(1, 77) = 
26.68, p < .001.    
 
 
64 
 
Table 4 
Means and Standard Deviations of Subjective Sexual Arousal for Experimental Conditions 
               95% CI  
Condition  M  SD Lower Upper n 
Low foreplay and cunnilingus 2.78 1.20 1.85 3.70 9 
Low foreplay and vaginal intercourse 2.67 1.12 1.81 3.53 9 
Low foreplay and combination 3.22 1.20 2.30 4.15 9 
Medium foreplay and cunnilingus 3.11 0.78 2.51 3.71 9 
Medium foreplay and vaginal intercourse 3.50 1.31 2.41 4.59 8 
Medium foreplay and combination 3.13 0.84 2.43 3.82 8 
High foreplay and cunnilingus 2.75 0.71 2.16 3.34 8 
High foreplay and vaginal intercourse 2.67 1.00 1.90 3.44 9 
High foreplay and combination 3.00 0.71 2.46 3.54 9 
Control  1.22 0.44 0.88 1.56 9 
Note. Values are mean subjective sexual arousal scores on a five-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely); N = 87.
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Effect of foreplay and sexual activity. In order to test the hypotheses 
regarding the effect of foreplay and sexual activity on subjective sexual arousal, the 
control group was eliminated from the analysis resulting in 78 participants. The 
means, standard deviations and confidence intervals were obtained for each level of 
the independent variables foreplay (see Table 5) and activity (see Table 6) on the 
dependent variable of subjective sexual arousal.  For the independent variable of 
foreplay, it was hypothesised that subjective sexual arousal would be greater in the 
high foreplay condition compared to the low foreplay condition. For the independent 
variable of sexual activity, it was hypothesised that subjective sexual arousal would 
be greater in the combination condition compared with both the cunnilingus and 
vaginal intercourse conditions.   
A two-way between-groups analysis of variance was conducted to test the 
effect of foreplay and sexual activity on subjective sexual arousal. The assumption of 
normality was met. The assumption of homogeneity of variance was not violated, 
F(8, 69) = 1.42, p = .20. The interaction effect between foreplay and sexual activity 
was not statistically significant, F(4, 69) = 0.49, p = .74, partial η² = 0.09. The main 
effect for foreplay was not statistically significant, F(2, 69) = 1.36, p = 0.26, partial 
η² = 0.04. In addition, statistical significance was not reached for the main effect of 
sexual activity, F(2, 69) = 0.38, p = 0.69, partial η² = 0.01.  
5.3.4 Erotic Film Content Questionnaire Analyses 
The items of the Erotic Film Content Questionnaire were analysed to gain 
further insight into the relationship between erotic film content and women’s 
subjective sexual arousal. The items relating to scenario were omitted as scenario 
was not under investigation in this study. These analyses are also focused specifically 
on the sample exposed to erotic film content as the items are redundant for  
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Table 5 
Means and Standard Deviations of Subjective Sexual Arousal for Levels of Foreplay 
   95% CI  
Level M SD Lower Upper n 
Low foreplay 2.89 1.16 2.43 3.35 27 
Medium foreplay 3.24 0.97 2.84 3.64 25 
High foreplay 2.81 0.80 2.48 3.13 26 
Note. Values are mean subjective sexual arousal scores on a five-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely); N = 78. 
 
Table 6 
Means and Standard Deviations of Subjective Sexual Arousal for Levels of Sexual Activity 
        95% CI  
Level M SD Lower Upper n 
Cunnilingus 2.88 0.91 2.52 3.25 26 
Vaginal intercourse 2.92 1.16 2.45 3.39 26 
Combination 3.12 0.91 2.75 3.48 26 
Note. Values are mean subjective sexual arousal scores on a five-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely); N = 78. 
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participants that viewed the control video. As subjective ratings of importance were 
expected to be influenced by sexual orientation of the participant, this analysis also 
focuses specifically on heterosexual participants. All items were measured on a five-
point Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much so). 
5.3.5 Relationship between Content Ratings and Subjective Sexual Arousal  
A Pearson’s correlation analysis was conducted to determine associations 
between the dependent variables of sexual arousal and erotic film content rating. 
Variables were assessed for normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. Positive skew 
was observed on the variables rating female homosexual and male homosexual 
activity. Negative skew was observed on the variables rating ability to identify with 
female, attention paid to female, female enjoyment, male control, male attentive to 
female, male ability to please woman, realistic, immersed, passion, intimacy, male 
orgasm, female orgasm and cunnilingus. A bimodal distribution was evident on the 
variables rating dialogue and background music. All other variables were normally 
distributed.  
As there were violations of normality, there were also violations of 
homoscedasticity on the same variables. Taking into account that many variables 
were not normally distributed and outliers were included in the analysis, it was 
determined that the variables all still appeared to demonstrate linear relationships. 
Correlations are presented in Table 7 along with means and standard 
deviations. Sexual arousal was significantly and positively associated with 17 content 
items.  
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Table 7 
Correlations between Content Ratings and Subjective Sexual Arousal 
   95% CI    
Content Item M SD Lower Upper   r 
Did you think the female actor was attractive? 3.61 1.05 3.35 3.88  .32* 
Were you able to identify with the female actor? 3.47 1.17 3.17 3.76  .48*** 
Did you like the amount of attention paid to the female actor? 4.10 0.92 3.86 4.33  .11 
Did you think the female actor was natural looking? 3.15 1.07 2.88 3.42  .07 
Do you think the female actor was in control of the scene? 2.63 1.09 2.35 2.91  .17 
Did you think the female actor appear to be enjoying herself? 4.24 0.99 3.99 4.49  .36** 
Do you think the male actor was attractive? 3.21 1.22 2.90 3.52  .25* 
Did you like the amount of attention paid to the male actor? 3.21 0.91 2.98 3.44  .34** 
Did you think the male actor was natural looking? 3.52 0.86 3.30 3.74  .14 
Do you think the male actor was in control of the scene? 4.06 0.87 3.84 4.28 -.07 
Did you think the male actor appear to be enjoying himself? 3.90 0.88 3.68 4.13  .24 
Do you think the male actor was attentive to the female actor’s needs? 4.31 0.90 4.08 4.53  .29* 
Do you think the female actor was attentive to the male actor’s needs? 2.58 1.05 2.31 2.85  .11 
Do you think the male actor knew how to please a woman? 4.00 1.04 3.74 4.26  .22 
Do you think the relationship between the actors was believable? 3.52 1.10 3.25 3.80  .40*** 
Did you like the background setting of the film? 2.63 0.83 2.42 2.84  .24 
Did you think the scene was realistic? 3.45 1.26 3.13 3.77  .25 
Did you like the amount of time spent on foreplay? 3.19 1.10 2.91 3.47  .28* 
Did you like the amount of time spent on sex? 3.52 1.04 3.25 3.78  .22 
Did you like the lighting in the scene? 2.92 1.18 2.62 3.22  .27* 
Did you like the camera angles used? 3.52 1.00 3.26 3.77  .30* 
Did you feel immersed in the scene? 3.35 1.06 3.09 3.62  .62*** 
Did you think the scene was passionate? 3.82 1.09 3.54 4.10  .27* 
Did you think the scene was intimate? 4.13 0.90 3.90 4.36  .41*** 
Did you like the amount of activities the actors engaged in? 3.11 1.01 2.86 3.37  .25 
Did you like the level of explicitness? 3.68 0.92 3.44 3.91  .43*** 
Would you have liked to have heard dialogue between the actors? 3.37 1.46 3.00 3.74 -.15 
Would you have like to have heard background music? 3.00 1.31 2.67 3.33 -.18 
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Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very much so); n = 62.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
  
Table 7 Continued      
   95% CI    
Content Item M SD Lower Upper   r 
Would you have liked to have seen the male actor orgasm? 3.45 1.26 3.13 3.77  .17 
Did you like/would you have liked to have seen the female actor orgasm? 4.02 0.95 3.78 4.26  .30* 
Would you have liked to have seen oral sex performed on the man? 3.19 1.27 2.87 3.51  .11 
Did you like/would you have liked to have seen oral sex performed on the woman? 4.05 1.02 3.79 4.31  .39** 
Would you have liked to have seen more people involved in this scene?  2.45 1.04 2.19 2.71  .25* 
Would you have liked to have seen female homosexual activity? 2.48 1.16 2.19 2.78  .24 
Would you have liked to have seen male homosexual activity? 1.48 0.95 1.24 1.73  .05 
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5.3.6 Exploratory Factor Analysis of Content Importance Items 
A further analysis was conducted to explore any factors underlying the Erotic 
Film Content Questionnaire items measuring the importance of specific content to 
women’s sexual arousal (e.g., “How important is it for the female actor to be 
attractive?”). The 35 importance items of the Erotic Film Content Questionnaire 
were subjected to exploratory factor analysis (EFA) using maximum likelihood with 
oblique rotation (specifically, promax rotation).  
Assumption testing. After assessing suitability of data for EFA, several items 
were found to be outlying variables and hence were removed from the analysis, 
resulting in 26 variables. These remaining variables were assessed for normality. 
Negative skew was observed on several variables (attention toward female, female 
natural looking,  female enjoyment, male enjoyment, male attention towards female, 
male ability to please a woman, believable relationship, background, realism, 
foreplay, lighting, immersion, passion, intimacy, variety of activities, female orgasm, 
cunnilingus) and positive skew was seen in the variables measuring importance of 
female homosexual activity and male homosexual activity. All 26 variables were 
retained as factor analysis is considered to be robust against violations of normality 
(Coakes, Steed, & Ong, 2009). Furthermore, the variables with positive skew (female 
homosexual activity and male homosexual activity) were assessed against each 
variable with negative skew to identify linearity via visual inspection of scatterplots. 
There was no evidence of curvilinearity. 
For the 26 variable factor analysis, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value was .66, 
exceeding the recommended value of .6 (Kaiser, 1970). Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity 
reached statistical significance, F² (325) = 717.77, p < .001, thus supporting the 
factorability of the correlation matrix. Assumptions of multicollinearity and 
singularity were not violated. 
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Results. Eight factors had eigenvalues over Kaiser’s criterion of 1 and thus 
were all retained. In combination, the factors explained 59.11% of the variance. 
Table 8 shows communalities for each item, factor loadings after rotation (pattern 
matrix) and rotated sums of squared loadings for each factor. Table 9 additionally 
provides loadings from the structure matrix.  
The produced pattern matrix for the EFA showed all but two items (lighting 
and intimacy) have loadings > .40. Initial inspection of the pattern matrix suggested 
Factor 1 may represent items relating to Realism, Factor 2 may represent Female 
Pleasure, Factor 3 may represent Female Focus, Factor 5 may represent Male 
Pleasure, Factor 6 may represent Male Focus, Factor 7 may represent Female 
Identification and Factor 8 represents Immersion. The two items relating to 
homosexual activity load onto Factor 4 and may be interpreted as representing 
Novelty within erotica. The item ‘oral sex performed on the woman’ loaded onto 
Factor 3 and Factor 7 and logically could be considered to represent both Female 
Focus and Female Identification within erotica. 
Further understanding of the EFA can be gained by examining the structure 
matrix (see Table 9). The lighting item loaded onto Factor 3, whereas in the pattern 
matrix it did not load strongly on any of the eight factors. Additionally, the intimacy 
item loaded onto Factor 1 and Factor 3 in the structure matrix. Many items which 
loaded onto either Factor 1 or Factor 3 in the pattern matrix are shown to load on to 
both Factor 1 and Factor 3 in the structure matrix, which suggested a relationship 
between Realism and Female Focus. The results of the factor correlation matrix in 
Table 10 also indicated a large correlation between these factors.  
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Table 8 
Pattern Matrix Factor Loadings for Exploratory Factor Analysis with Promax Rotation 
 Factor Loading  
Item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Communality 
Female actor is natural looking  .61  .18 -.18  .07 -.01  .01  .19 -.00 .41 
Relationship between the actors is believable  .67  .10  .08 -.10  .05 -.06  .03  .03 .61 
Background setting  .64 -.26 -.14  .11 -.06  .10  .32  .03 .44 
Realistic scene  .94  .08 -.11 -.13 -.06  .06 -.05 -.22 .79 
Passion  .62 -.01  .23  .04 -.04 -.11 -.12  .28 .77 
Female actor appears to be enjoying herself -.02  .60  .17  .05 -.14  .10  .07 -.03 .45 
Male actor attentive to the female actor’s needs  .08  .78  .10 -.13  .15 -.07  .24 -.19 .81 
Male actor knows how to please a woman  .04  .77 -.14  .05 -.01 -.15  .18  .15 .58 
Attention paid to the female actor -.18  .13  .93 -.08 -.04 -.01  .05 -.10 .75 
Female actor appears in control  .22 -.12  .44  .08 -.05 -.11  .04 -.51 .69 
Foreplay  .38 -.20  .50 -.10  .17 -.08  .06 -.06 .65 
Oral sex performed on the woman -.10  .15  .46  .09 -.14  .20  .51  .09 .57 
Female homosexual activity -.07  .05 -.07  .99  .06 -.23  .11 -.03 .93 
Male homosexual activity -.03 -.02  .01  .69 -.10  .14 -.10 -.08 .53 
Attention paid to the male actor -.15 -.10  .13 -.11  .74 -.10  .19  .03 .64 
Male actor appears to be enjoying himself -.03  .30 -.04 -.06  .54 -.06 -.10  .15 .39 
Female actor attentive to the male actor’s needs  .21  .05 -.24  .17  .64  .20 -.08 -.07 .57 
Actors perform a variety of sexual activities -.06 -.15  .13 -.04  .55  .16 -.22  .15 .35 
Male actor appears in control  .08 -.03 -.03 -.27 -.12  .61  .10  .26 .43 
Male actor orgasm -.02  .10 -.03  .13  .20  .66 -.11  .03 .64 
Female actor orgasm  .04  .32  .22  .29  .01  .40 -.12 -.01 .57 
Oral sex performed on the man -.06 -.24 -.01 -.02  .10  .76  .36  .10 .75 
Able to identify with the female actor  .16  .37  .08 -.03 -.09  .03  .80  .25 .82 
Feel immersed in the scene -.01 -.01 -.03 -.03  .12  .18  .28  .61 .39 
Scene’s lighting  .11 -.17  .23  .29  .04 -.15  .19  .23 .40 
Intimacy  .25  .16  .36  .05  .13  .09  .06  .01 .45 
Rotation Sums of Squared Loadings 4.50 2.98 3.99 2.33 2.06 2.55 1.69 1.11  
Note. n = 62. Factor loadings > .40 are in boldface.  
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Table 9 
Structure Matrix Factor Loadings for Exploratory Factor Analysis with Promax Rotation 
 Factor Loading 
Item 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
Able to identify with the female actor  .41  .41  .43  .13  .11 -.03  .69  .12 
Female actor is natural looking  .59  .30  .28  .16  .10 -.14  .22 -.03 
Male actor attentive to the female actor’s needs  .44  .77  .43 -.02  .33 -.01  .25 -.08 
Relationship between the actors is believable  .76  .35  .49  .04  .11 -.30  .10  .05 
Background setting  .49 -.11  .21  .24  .05 -.14  .39 -.13 
Realistic scene  .85  .31  .38  .02  .04 -.28  .06 -.16 
Foreplay  .63  .07  .68  .13  .28 -.33  .27 -.14 
Intimacy  .51  .38  .59  .25  .26 -.00  .16  .03 
Female actor appears in control  .48 -.07  .54  .25  .15 -.32  .34 -.54 
Passion  .77  .34  .60  .16 -.04 -.32 -.12  .34 
Female actor appears to be enjoying herself  .24  .63  .33  .12  .00  .17  .01  .15 
Male actor knows how to please a woman  .29  .73  .21  .01  .05  .01  .03  .27 
Female actor orgasm  .18  .49  .35  .45  .16  .48 -.09  .15 
Attention paid to the female actor  .39  .33  .84  .18  .14 -.12  .19 -.02 
Scene’s lighting  .35 -.02  .46  .39  .10 -.19  .26  .11 
Oral sex performed on the woman  .21  .25  .52  .31  .10  .17  .51  .04 
Female homosexual activity  .18 -.03  .27  .93  .19  .04  .27 -.14 
Male homosexual activity  .03 -.00  .13  .70  .02  .28 -.00 -.05 
Male actor appears to be enjoying himself  .10  .38  .12 -.03  .49  .10 -.08  .14 
Female actor attentive to the male actor’s needs  .10  .14  .01  .27  .67  .31  .07 -.16 
Attention paid to the male actor -.00 -.06  .16  .01  .75 -.00  .36 -.21 
Actors perform a variety of sexual activities -.06  .03  .08  .07  .49  .23 -.12  .09 
Male actor appears in control -.20  .13 -.16 -.15 -.10  .52 -.09  .32 
Male actor orgasm -.20  .24 -.06  .28  .29  .76 -.12  .10 
Oral sex performed on the man -.35 -.14 -.16  .20  .25  .74  .32 -.02 
Feel immersed in the scene -.05  .15  .03  .03  .07  .24  .09  .52 
Note. n = 62. Factor loadings > .40 are in boldface.  
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Table 10 
Factor Correlation Matrix of the Exploratory Factor Analysis 
Factor       1     2     3     4     5     6     7 
1       -       
2     .33      -      
3     .58    .32      -     
4     .18    .02    .30      -    
5     .10    .11    .18    .15      -   
6    -.34    .17   -.16    .22    .16      -  
7     .12   -.12    .18    .15    .23   -.06      - 
8     .00    .26    .06   -.05   -.21    .10   -.32 
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5.3.7 Relationship between Cognitive Factors and Subjective Sexual Arousal 
Prior to hypothesis testing, variables measuring responses and expectancies 
were assessed for normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. Positive skew was 
observed on the expectancies and responses of anxiety, disgust, shame and guilt. 
Negative skew was evidenced among the expectancies of sexual arousal, absorption, 
interest, entertainment and enjoyment. All other variables were considered normally 
distributed.  
As there were violations of normality, there were also violations of 
homoscedasticity on the same variables. Taking into account that many variables 
were not normally distributed and outliers were included in the analysis, it was 
determined that the variables all still appeared to demonstrate linear relationships. 
Correlations between responses. Participants were asked to indicate their 
feelings towards the erotic film on ten response items. The means and standard 
deviations of these ten items are presented in Table 11. 
In order to test the hypotheses that sexual arousal and absorption are 
significantly and positively related, a Pearson’s correlation analysis was conducted. 
Table 10 contains associations between nine of the response variables. The item 
‘angry’ was eliminated from the analysis as there was a 100% response rate of 1 and 
therefore correlation analyses with other items was not possible. Results indicated 
that there was a statistically significant positive relationship between sexual arousal 
and absorption. Absorption accounted for 36% of variance in sexual arousal. This 
may be classified as a large effect size (Cohen, 1988).  
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Table 11 
Means and Standard Deviations for Responses to Erotic Film 
   95% CI 
Response Item  M  SD Lower Upper 
Sexually Aroused 2.97 0.99 2.75 3.20 
Absorbed 3.03 0.90 2.82 3.23 
Anxious 1.21 0.44 1.11 1.30 
Disgusted 1.10 0.50 0.99 1.22 
Entertained 2.79 0.97 2.58 3.01 
Angry 1.00 0.00 - - 
Interested 3.29 0.96 3.08 3.51 
Ashamed 1.05 0.22 1.00 1.10 
Enjoyment 3.06 1.01 2.84 3.29 
Guilty 1.06 0.25 1.01 1.12 
Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely); n = 78.  
 
Table 12 
Correlations between Responses to Erotic Film 
Response   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8 
1. Sexually Aroused -        
2. Absorbed  .60*** -       
3. Anxious  .07          .02 -      
4. Disgusted -.26* -.24*  .20 -     
5. Entertained  .65***  .62***  .16 -.20 -    
6. Interested  .64***  .76***  .13 -.20  .67*** -   
7. Ashamed  .18  .06  .16  .07  .11  .17 -  
8. Enjoyment  .74***  .59***  .09 -.25*  .70***  .64***   .16 - 
9. Guilty  .06  .17  .24* -.05  .11  .14  -.06   .04 
Note. n = 78.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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Regression analyses. Prior to watching the erotic film, participants indicated 
their expected responses to the erotic film. The means and standard deviations of 
these expectations are presented in Table 13. 
In order to test the hypothesis that greater expectancy of sexual arousal 
significantly predicts greater subjective sexual arousal in women, a regression 
analysis was conducted. Firstly, Pearson’s correlations between expectation items 
and their corresponding response items were calculated and presented in Table 14. 
Results indicated that there was a significant positive correlation between sexual 
arousal expectancy and sexual arousal response. A bivariate regression analysis 
showed sexual arousal expectancy significantly predicted sexual arousal response, β 
= .41, t(76) = 3.88, p < .001. An increase in 1.00 unit on sexual arousal expectancy 
resulted in an average increase of 0.52 units on sexual arousal response, 95% CI 
[0.25, 0.79]. Sexual arousal expectancy explained 17% of variance in sexual arousal 
response. This is indicative of a medium effect size (Cohen, 1988).  
5.4 Discussion 
The present study aimed to investigate the effect of erotic content on female 
subjective arousal. Specifically, length of foreplay and sexual activity were 
manipulated within sexually explicit film to test their effects on women’s subjective 
arousal response. It was hypothesised that women would report greater subjective 
sexual arousal to film which depicted more foreplay as opposed to film which 
depicted more explicit sexual activity (i.e., cunnilingus and intercourse). Contrary to 
expectations, length of foreplay did not have an effect on women’s subjective 
arousal. It was also hypothesised that women would report greater subjective sexual 
arousal to film which shows both cunnilingus and vaginal intercourse, as opposed to 
film with only one of these activities. This hypothesis was not supported as 
subjective arousal did not depend on sexual activity depicted.  
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Table 13 
Means and Standard Deviations for Expectations of Erotic Film 
     95% CI 
Response Item  M  SD Lower Upper 
Sexually Aroused 3.60 0.78 3.43 3.78 
Absorbed 3.06 1.07 2.82 3.31 
Anxious 1.76 1.07 1.51 2.00 
Disgusted 1.60 0.86 1.41 1.82 
Entertained 3.63 1.01 3.40 3.86 
Angry 1.24 0.71 1.08 1.40 
Interested 3.83 0.80 3.65 4.01 
Ashamed 1.63 0.94 1.42 1.86 
Enjoyment 3.43 0.85 3.24 3.62 
Guilty 1.54 1.02 1.31 1.77 
Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1 = I don’t expect to feel this way, 3 = unsure if I will or won’t feel this way, 5 = very much expect to feel this way); n = 78.  
 
Table 14 
Correlations between Expectancies and Corresponding Response Variables 
Expectancy Response      r     R² 
Sexually Aroused Sexually Aroused    .41***    .17 
Absorbed Absorbed    .54***    .29 
Anxious Anxious    .36**    .13 
Disgusted Disgusted    .37**    .14 
Entertained Entertained    .52***    .27 
Interested Interested    .34**    .12 
Ashamed Ashamed    .09    .01 
Enjoyment Enjoyment    .29*    .08 
Guilty Guilty    .33**    .11 
Note. n = 78.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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In addition to investigation of erotic content, the present study also aimed to 
explore the relationship between female subjective arousal and the cognitive 
variables of absorption and response expectancies. It was hypothesised that there 
would be a significant positive relationship between absorption and women’s 
subjective arousal. It was also hypothesised that there would be a significant, 
positive, predictive relationship between response expectancy and women’s 
subjective arousal. As expected, female subjective arousal was associated with 
absorption and response expectancies. In addition, response expectancy was found to 
predict women’s subjective arousal.  
5.4.1 The Effect of Content on Subjective Arousal 
The present study performed a manipulation check to ensure that the erotic 
film clips elicited greater subjective arousal than a neutral control video. Consistent 
with past research (e.g., Suchinsky et al., 2009), women reported greater subjective 
arousal to the erotic film clips than the neutral clip.  
As mentioned, length of foreplay did not have an effect on women’s 
subjective arousal in the present study. That is, a difference in subjective arousal was 
not evident between the three foreplay conditions (low, medium and high). There are 
two feasible explanations for this finding. Firstly, it is possible that the film was too 
short in length to adequately depict three foreplay conditions. The film was only 5 
minutes in duration in the present study. As such, women may not have been affected 
by the amount of foreplay as conditions varied by no more than 3 minutes. It may be 
the case that a longer film (e.g., 20 minutes) may have allowed for more distinct 
depiction of different amounts of foreplay, however there is currently no research 
utilising such stimuli and thus further research is required to validate this proposition.  
Secondly, the findings may be an indication that amount of foreplay in erotic 
film does not affect women’s subjective arousal. However, this explanation is 
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inconsistent with the investigation conducted by Sheen (2004) where it was found 
that amount of foreplay did have an effect on women’s subjective arousal. 
Methodological differences may account for the inconsistency between the present 
study and Sheen’s research. The present study employed control across conditions 
such that the only difference between conditions was the amount of foreplay 
depicted. Alternatively, Sheen’s research utilised clips from two different erotic films 
in the two foreplay conditions. As such, there may have been confounding variables 
such as actor characteristics which were responsible for the effect found in Sheen’s 
research.  
Thus far, this thesis has proposed several potential explanations for the 
current findings on length of foreplay. In order to determine which explanations are 
more accurate, it is crucial that future research continues to examine the effect of 
length of foreplay on women’s subjective arousal. It has been proposed here that the 
differences between foreplay conditions may have been too subtle to affect women’s 
subjective arousal. As such, an investigation utilising longer video clips with a 
clearer distinction between each foreplay condition would be useful in assessing 
whether foreplay does affect female subjective arousal. Future research utilising the 
same level of experimental control as the present study would also be beneficial in 
providing insight into the possible causes of inconsistency between the present study 
and Sheen (2004). Thus, an empirical investigation utilising longer stimulus clips and 
maintaining experimental control across conditions would allow for greater 
understanding of the effect of length of foreplay on female sexual arousal, as the 
present findings could then be interpreted as either an accurate reflection of women’s 
subjective sexual responses or as a result of inadequate variation in stimulus 
conditions.  
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Along with length of foreplay, the present study did not find any differences 
in subjective arousal for women who viewed film featuring cunnilingus only, vaginal 
intercourse only, or both cunnilingus and intercourse. It was originally hypothesised 
that the combined cunnilingus and intercourse condition would result in greater 
subjective arousal due to the inclusion of two explicit sexual activities focused on the 
woman’s pleasure rather than only one explicit sexual activity. The current findings 
provide insufficient evidence to support this hypothesis. As with length of foreplay, 
it is possible that the stimuli utilised in the present study were too short in length to 
adequately depict the three sexual activity conditions and subsequently affect 
women’s subjective arousal.  
The sexual activity findings may also be explained by the similar intensity of 
the three conditions. Past research has identified significant differences in female 
subjective arousal to sexual stimuli that has been categorised as differing in 
‘intensity’. For example, Chivers and colleagues (2007) found that subjective arousal 
was significantly higher in response to clips displaying intercourse, in comparison to 
clips displaying either masturbation or nude exercise. The masturbation clips also 
elicited significantly higher subjective arousal than the nude exercise clips. Thus, 
women responded with different levels of arousal depending on the intensity of the 
clip that was viewed. As the three conditions examined in the present study could be 
considered to have similar intensity, this may account for the lack of significant 
differences between conditions.  
Although the hypothesis was not supported, these findings do contribute to 
the literature examining the effect of sexual activity on female subjective arousal. 
There is currently a paucity of research on this topic. One of the relatively few 
investigations of sexual activity in erotic film is the study by Woodard and 
colleagues (2008). The study was an exploratory investigation of women’s responses 
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to numerous erotic film clips which unfortunately had several limitations such as 
small sample size and lack of experimental control. The conclusions drawn by 
Woodard and colleagues must be interpreted with caution due to such flaws. As such, 
the past research on the effect of sexual activity on female subjective arousal is 
limited. 
Subsequently, it is now essential that further research is conducted to 
overcome the limitations within past research and validate the findings in the present 
study. A future investigation must utilise the same level of experimental control as in 
the present study to exclude the influence of confounding variables. In addition, a 
future investigation utilising longer video clips with greater division between sexual 
activity conditions may assist in determining whether the present findings are truly 
representative of women’s subjective arousal response to sexual activity in erotic 
film. More research is essential to gaining further insight into the effect of stimulus 
factors on women’s sexual arousal and therein broadening the knowledge of female 
sexual arousal. 
In addition to examining length of foreplay and sexual activity, the present 
study also examined other erotic film content variables which may affect female 
subjective arousal. Specifically, women’s ratings of content on the Erotic Film 
Content Questionnaire were assessed for their association with subjective arousal. It 
was found that women reported greater subjective arousal when they also appraised 
the content as appealing in terms of: female attractiveness, being able to identify with 
the female, female enjoyment, male attractiveness, amount of attention paid to the 
male, male attention to the female’s needs, believable relationship between actors, 
time spent on foreplay, lighting, camera angles, feeling immersed in the scene, 
passion, intimacy, and explicitness. It is possible that these aspects of erotic film 
content either individually or collectively influence women’s subjective arousal. 
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More specifically, how women appraise these particular aspects of erotic film 
content may have a vital role in their subsequent sexual response.  
An additional investigation was conducted in order to determine more 
generally which aspects of erotic content were important to women’s sexual arousal. 
Realism, female pleasure, female focus, male pleasure, male focus, female 
identification, novelty and immersion were all identified as concepts within erotic 
film which may be important to women’s subjective arousal. Interestingly, focus on 
the woman’s pleasure has previously been suggested as a possible reason as to why 
women report greater subjective arousal to female-oriented (rather than male-
oriented) erotica (Laan et al., 1994). Thus, it appears that female pleasure may indeed 
be of importance to women’s subjective arousal which along with the other concepts 
identified, needs further investigation to examine their role in female subjective 
arousal.   
Further research is also required to overcome the potential limitations in the 
present study. The two findings presented above are based on relationships between 
variables and as such conclusions regarding causation cannot be made. The presence 
of skew and inclusion of outliers may also have affected the results obtained. 
Additionally, the findings are based on a small sample size and several factors were 
comprised of less than three variables. It is generally recommended that factors are 
only interpretable when there are at least three variables loading onto it (Costello & 
Osborne, 2005). This thesis chose to interpret all factors as the investigation was 
exploratory in nature. As such, it is imperative that empirical investigations are 
conducted to replicate the current findings utilising a large sample size and stringent 
criteria for interpreting factors. This research would allow for greater understanding 
of the role of stimulus factors in women’s sexual arousal.  
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In summary, the present study investigated the role of erotic film content on 
women’s subjective arousal through several methods. Length of foreplay and sexual 
activity were experimentally manipulated and assessed for their effect on subjective 
arousal. In this instance, the manipulation of content did not produce different levels 
of subjective arousal. As discussed earlier, the null findings may have been due to 
methodological limitations. It is also possible that length of foreplay and sexual 
activity alone do not have a significant effect on female subjective arousal. Further 
investigation allowed for the identification of erotic content variables which, when 
appraised as appealing, are associated with higher subjective arousal. Thus, although 
subtle changes in specific content variables did not produce differences in subjective 
arousal, there does appear to be a relationship between female subjective arousal and 
appraisal of a multitude of content variables. These findings may indicate that 
women’s appraisal of the integration of several content variables (rather than specific 
content variables) is what actually affects their subjective arousal. This notion is 
further supported by the present study’s identification of several broader concepts 
within erotic film content which may be important to women (i.e., realism, female 
pleasure, female focus, male pleasure, male focus, female identification, novelty and 
immersion). Women’s subjective arousal may be determined by appraisal of the 
entire content of the stimulus in terms of these broader concepts and as such may not 
be as affected by subtle differences in content (e.g., different lengths of foreplay). 
Hence, it is vital for future research to focus on appraisal of broader concepts within 
stimulus content. In doing so, the ideas presented here can be validated and a greater 
understanding of the mechanisms underlying women’s subjective arousal can be 
achieved.  
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5.4.2 The Relationship between Cognitive Factors and Subjective Arousal 
The present study investigated the relationship between absorption and 
female subjective arousal. As predicted, a significant positive relationship was found 
between these two variables, as well as a large effect size. That is, greater absorption 
was related to greater subjective arousal. This finding is consistent with previous 
research examining the role of absorption in women’s subjective arousal (Both et al., 
2011; Koukounas & McCabe, 1997; Sheen & Koukounas, 2009). Based on the 
growing body of evidence in this area, it certainly appears that absorption is closely 
linked with women’s subjective arousal. Interestingly, the investigation of concepts 
important to female sexual arousal presented earlier in this chapter identified 
‘immersion’ (i.e., absorption) as a distinct factor which may be important to a 
woman’s subjective arousal. This finding again indicates that absorption with a 
stimulus is related to female subjective arousal. However, it must be acknowledged 
that the present study only supports the notion that there is a relationship between 
absorption and subjective arousal. As such, the causal effect of absorption on 
women’s subjective arousal must be investigated in future research to support the 
growing body of evidence presented in this thesis. In addition, it could be beneficial 
for future research to also investigate the factors which could potentially affect 
women’s ability to become absorbed with a sexual stimulus (e.g., fatigue, disinterest 
in content, mood).  
The association between response expectancy and subjective arousal was also 
investigated in the present study. A relationship was found between response 
expectancy and female subjective arousal. That is, greater expectation that one would 
feel aroused was associated with greater actual subjective arousal. In addition, it was 
found that sexual response expectancy predicted subjective arousal with a medium 
effect size.  
86 
 
The present findings are consistent with past research conducted by Palace 
(1995) and McCall and Meston (2007). In both studies, there was an attempt to 
manipulate women’s response expectancies by providing feedback on vaginal blood 
volume (VBV) measured by the vaginal photoplethysmograph. It was thought that 
false-positive feedback gave women the impression that they were having a positive 
genital response to erotic film. McCall and Meston also used false-negative feedback 
to give women the impression that they were not having a genital response to erotic 
film. In both studies, the provision of false-positive feedback resulted in increased 
subjective arousal on subsequent erotic film presentations. It was argued that this 
improvement in subjective arousal was the result of greater expectation of becoming 
aroused.  
As such, it appears as though response expectancies may play a role in 
subjective arousal for women. However, it is again important to note the limitations 
within the present study. Skew on the response expectancy variable may have 
weakened the strength of the relationship reported here. Furthermore, the findings of 
the present study only indicate a relationship between response expectancy and 
subjective arousal rather than causation. Although logically it could be inferred that 
expectancies precede responses, the causal effect of expectancies on sexual response 
needs further empirical investigation to support the current and previous research. An 
understanding of the effect of expectancies on sexual arousal is particularly 
important to the conceptualisation of sexual functioning in women.  
Overall, the findings from the present study support previous research 
indicating that absorption and response expectancies are associated with women’s 
subjective arousal. The causal effect of these factors on women’s sexual response 
still needs further investigation as the present study only examined relationships 
between these variables. The combination of the present findings and past research 
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certainly indicates that cognitive factors have an important role in women’s 
subjective arousal. As such, further research into the effect of cognitive factors on 
women’s sexual arousal will provide more insight into the processes underlying such 
arousal, which shall then result in a greater knowledge of the broader concept of 
female sexuality. 
5.5 Chapter Summary 
This chapter has presented a study primarily investigating the effect of length 
of foreplay and sexual activity on women’s subjective arousal. Differences in 
subjective arousal were not found between conditions for length of foreplay and 
sexual activity. It was stated that the present findings may be due to methodological 
limitations. It was also argued that subtle changes in erotic film content may not have 
a significant effect on women’s subjective arousal. As such, it was proposed that 
women’s subjective arousal may be more likely affected by their appraisal of the 
integration of several content variables. This proposition was supported by 
identification of broader concepts within erotic film content which may be important 
to a woman’s sexual arousal. Specifically, how women appraise the content in terms 
of realism, female pleasure, female focus, male pleasure, male focus, female 
identification, novelty and immersion may then affect how aroused they feel in 
response to the film. Thus, the specifics of erotic film content may not have as strong 
an influence on subjective arousal as the overall appraisal of the erotic content in 
terms of the concepts listed previously. However, there needs to be further empirical 
research to support the notions presented here.  
In this chapter, response expectancies and absorption were also investigated 
for their relationship with female subjective arousal. Greater absorption and greater 
sexual response expectancy were each associated with greater subjective arousal. In 
addition, sexual response expectancy significantly predicted subjective arousal. 
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These findings highlight that cognitive factors have a significant relationship with 
female subjective arousal and require further investigation to obtain an accurate 
conceptualisation of the mechanisms underlying women’s sexual arousal.  
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CHAPTER SIX: Study 2 
6.1  Study Aims and Hypotheses 
The present study aims to investigate the effect of two erotic film content 
variables – scenario and female orgasm – for their effect on women’s subjective 
sexual arousal. By using self-report questionnaires women will be compared for 
differences in sexual arousal on the basis of the film content they view. It is 
hypothesised that:  
1) Women will report greater subjective sexual arousal to film which depicts the 
woman having an orgasm in comparison to film which does not show female 
orgasm.  
2) Women will report greater subjective sexual arousal to film which is 
presented within a casual sex scenario, as opposed to a romantic scenario or 
absence of a scenario. 
The present study also aims to confirm the findings of Study 1 by again 
examining female subjective arousal for its relationship with both response 
expectancies and absorption. All three variables are measured through self-report 
questionnaires. For these analyses, it is hypothesised that: 
3) There is a significant positive relationship between the self-reported sexual 
arousal expectancy and sexual arousal response in women.  
4) Greater expectancy of sexual arousal significantly predicts greater subjective 
sexual arousal in women. 
5) There is a significant positive relationship between self-reported absorption 
and subjective sexual arousal in women.  
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6.2  Method 
6.2.1  Design 
The present study utilised a between-subjects design in order to explore the 
variables of interest. Seven different film clips of 5 minutes length were developed in 
order to portray the different levels of the independent variables. The first 
independent variable of interest, female orgasm, was manipulated by editing footage 
to create two film clips. One clip showed the woman having an orgasm. The other 
clip did not depict the woman having an orgasm. Neither clip featured male orgasm. 
As such, there are two levels for the independent variable of female orgasm. 
The second independent variable of interest in the present study is scenario. 
The variable of scenario was manipulated through written test instructions, where 
participants were presented with a scenario to the film they were about to watch. This 
included a casual sex scenario, a romantic scenario and no scenario. A casual 
scenario and romantic scenario were chosen to maintain consistency with the 
research by Fisher and Byrne (1978). The no scenario condition were not provided 
with any written scenario to the film they were about to watch. As such, the no 
scenario condition was created to serve as a control condition.   
In order to depict the different levels of the independent variables, six 
experimental conditions were created. A final control condition was also created. As 
such, there are seven experimental conditions under investigation (see Table 15).   
Each participant was then randomly assigned to one of the seven 
experimental conditions. As the conditions are all shown different film content, 
sexual responses are compared between conditions to determine the effect of erotic 
film content variables on women’s subjective sexual arousal. A total of ten 
participants per experimental condition were recruited. 
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Table 15 
Experimental Conditions for Study 2 
Condition Number Female Orgasm Scenario 
1 Orgasm Romantic 
2 No Orgasm Romantic 
3 Orgasm Casual Sex 
4 No Orgasm Casual Sex 
5 Orgasm No Scenario 
6 No Orgasm No Scenario 
7 - - 
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6.2.2 Participants 
An initial sample of 70 participants were recruited, however two participants 
were removed from the sample during data analysis. One case was removed on the 
basis of identifying as same-sex attracted and one case was removed due to missing 
data. As such, a total of 68 participants meeting inclusion criteria were recruited, 
with age ranging from 18 to 49 (M = 26.50, SD = 6.86). All participants were female. 
Only 25% reported no current sexual partner and the entire sample (100%) reported 
previous experience with erotic materials. Participation was voluntary and unpaid. 
Details of recruitment have been previously described in Study 1. 
6.2.3 Materials 
 Participants were administered the same set of measures and testing 
equipment as in Study 1. These measures included the Demographics and Sexual 
Information Checklist, the Responses to Erotic Film Questionnaire, the Erotic Film 
Expectations Questionnaire Part A and Part B, the Erotic Film Content 
Questionnaire, and the Sexual Attitudes and Behaviour Questionnaire. For details of 
these measures and testing equipment, refer to Study 1.  
Film segments. The two erotic film clips were created from the 2005 short 
film “The Good Girl” (as seen in the 2007 production “Five Hot Stories for Her”). It 
is an erotic film produced specifically for women (Lust Films & Publications of 
Barcelona, 2005). It was utilised with permission from the film’s director/producer, 
Erika Lust. A scene which features a man and woman engaging in various sexual 
behaviours including foreplay, cunnilingus, and vaginal intercourse was edited to 
create the two stimulus clips for the independent variable of female orgasm. The two 
clips were taken from a single scene as to control confounding variables such as 
actor characteristics, setting etc. Each film clip was 5 minutes in duration.  
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The control clip was developed using various live-action shots of waterfalls, 
rivers and lakes. The segments were royalty free and available to download for free 
from the company Footage Firm (stockfootageforfree.com). The final control clip 
was 5 minutes in duration. 
Test instructions. Three variations of test instructions were created to portray 
the three levels of the independent variable of scenario. In order to portray a romantic 
scenario, the instructions stated “The man and the woman were recently married and 
are very much in love. They are keen to express their love for one another”. In order 
to portray a casual sex scenario, the instructions stated “The man and the woman 
have just met and were instantly attracted to one another. They are keen to express 
their lust for one another in one night of passion”. There was no mention of the 
relationship between the two people in the no scenario condition. 
6.2.4 Procedure 
The procedure in the present study was identical that which was utilised in 
Study 1. 
6.3 Results 
6. 3.1 Data Screening 
Prior to analysis, data were screened for accuracy and missing values. 
Exclusion criteria resulted in the removal of one case which identified as same-sex 
attracted and one case which identified as having a sexual dysfunction. Upon 
performing an SPSS Missing Value Analysis it appeared that one case was missing a 
large amount of data (28.9%). This case was subsequently deleted from further 
analysis. The remaining cases had less than 5% of missing data which appeared to be 
distributed at random. This missing data was replaced using item mean substitution 
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Results were considered statistically significant at p < 
.05 level.  
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Data were screened for outliers on scales measuring expectancies, responses 
and erotic film content items. Univariate outliers (z > 3.29) were identified on several 
variables. It was determined that outliers were sampled from the target population for 
this study and thus remained in the analysis. An attempt to transform outliers to the 
next most extreme value plus one unit as recommended by Tabachnick and Fidell 
(2007) was unsuccessful due to the small range of the scales. As such, outliers were 
maintained in the analysis without transformation. 
The additional assumption tests for each analysis are presented with their 
results. It is important to note that several variables throughout violated the 
assumption of normality.  Attempts to transform these variables into a normal 
distribution using methods such as square root, logarithm and inverse transformation 
were unsuccessful. That is, they still appeared skewed despite transformation. As 
such, the untransformed variables were retained. Violations of normality have little 
impact on the F test as it is considered a robust procedure (Tabachnick & Fidell, 
2007). For the analyses exploring relationships among variables, violations of 
normality can weaken the results. However, the variables that underwent relationship 
analyses in this study are skewed in the same direction, reducing the impact of non-
normality (Tabachnick & Fidell). 
6.3.2 Total Sample Demographic Characteristics 
The final sample consisted of 68 female participants. There were a number of 
participants which identified as bisexual (22.1%) and the remaining identified as 
heterosexual (77.9%). There were 61.8% of participants with a steady sexual partner, 
13.2% with casual sex partner/s and 25.0% with no current sexual partner. Further 
information on the participants’ sexual experience and attitudes toward sexual 
activities is contained in Table 16 and Table 17. This data is based on the Sexual 
Attitudes and Behaviour Questionnaire, where participants indicated their level of  
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Table 16 
Means and Standard Deviations for Sexual Experiences of Total Sample 
             95% CI 
Sexual Activity  M  SD Lower Upper 
Self-masturbation  3.64 0.99 3.40 3.88 
Hand-holding 4.28 0.94 4.05 4.51 
Light kissing 4.40 1.02 4.15 4.64 
Necking 4.37 0.88 4.15 4.58 
Light breast petting 3.90 0.98 3.66 4.13 
Heavy breast petting 4.18 0.96 3.94 4.41 
Light genital petting of the female 3.72 1.12 3.45 3.99 
Heavy genital petting of the female 4.18 0.95 3.95 4.41 
Manual stimulation of male genitals 4.07 0.95 3.84 4.30 
Oral stimulation of female genitals 3.59 1.05 3.33 3.84 
Oral stimulation of male genitals 3.94 1.13 3.67 4.22 
Petting of each other’s genitals resulting in orgasm 3.68 1.04 3.42 3.93 
Vaginal intercourse 4.31 1.00 4.07 4.55 
Anal intercourse 2.03 1.01 1.79 2.27 
Total 54.27 9.15 52.06 56.49 
Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1 = never, 5 = very often); N = 68. 
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Table 17 
Means and Standard Deviations for Sexual Attitudes of Total Sample 
             95% CI 
Sexual Activity   M  SD Lower Upper 
Self-masturbation  4.24 0.79 4.04 4.43 
Hand-holding 4.62 0.79 4.43 4.81 
Light kissing 4.90 0.31 4.82 4.97 
Necking 4.88 0.37 4.79 4.97 
Light breast petting 4.12 1.06 3.86 4.37 
Heavy breast petting 4.41 0.97 4.18 4.65 
Light genital petting of the female 4.09 1.08 3.83 4.35 
Heavy genital petting of the female 4.47 0.94 4.24 4.70 
Manual stimulation of male genitals 4.25 0.85 4.04 4.46 
Oral stimulation of female genitals 4.25 1.08 3.99 4.51 
Oral stimulation of male genitals 4.04 1.13 3.77 4.32 
Petting of each other’s genitals resulting in orgasm 4.38 0.90 4.16 4.60 
Vaginal intercourse 4.82 0.46 4.71 4.93 
Anal intercourse 2.53 1.29 2.22 2.84 
Total 60.00 6.42 58.45 61.55 
Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1 = highly negative, 5 = highly positive); N = 68. 
97 
 
experience with a sexual activity on a scale of 1 (never) to 5 (very often) and then 
their feelings towards that activity on a scale of 1 (highly negative) to 5 (highly 
positive).  All mean scores are greater than 3 with the exception of the anal 
intercourse items. This indicated that on average, the sample reported previous 
sexual experience on all activities excluding anal intercourse. Similarly, the results 
indicated that the sample reported positive attitudes towards all activities excluding 
anal intercourse.  
6.3.3 The Effect of Film Content on Subjective Sexual Arousal 
Manipulation check. Prior to hypothesis testing, means, standard deviations 
and confidence intervals were obtained for each condition on the dependent variable 
of subjective sexual arousal (see Table 18). In order to ensure that the erotic film 
clips elicited a greater sexual response than the control film clip, a one-way analysis 
of variance with planned comparisons was conducted. Sexual arousal was normally 
distributed in four of the experimental conditions. Two conditions, ‘romantic and 
orgasm’ and ‘no scenario and orgasm’ appeared to be negatively skewed. The control 
condition was observed as slightly bimodal. The conditions were retained in the 
analysis despite non-normality as violations of normality have little impact on the F 
test as it is considered a robust procedure (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). The 
assumption of homogeneity of variance was violated, F(6, 61) = 2.37, p = .04. As 
such, equal variances were not assumed. 
Results indicated that there was a statistically significant difference between 
the seven groups on the measure of subjective sexual arousal, F(6, 61) = 9.75, p < 
.001. A planned comparison demonstrated significantly lower reports of subjective 
sexual arousal in the control group compared with the nine experimental groups, F(1, 
23.57) = 126.72, p < .001.    
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Table 18 
Means and Standard Deviations of Subjective Sexual Arousal for Experimental Conditions 
               95% CI  
Condition  M  SD Lower Upper n 
Romantic and orgasm 3.22 1.30 2.22 4.22 9 
Romantic and no orgasm 2.90 0.57 2.49 3.31 10 
Casual and orgasm 3.11 0.60 2.65 3.57 9 
Casual and no orgasm 3.40 0.84 2.80 4.00 10 
No scenario and orgasm 2.80 0.79 2.24 3.36 10 
No scenario and no orgasm 3.60 0.84 3.00 4.20 10 
Control 1.20 0.42 0.90 1.50 10 
Note. Values are mean subjective sexual arousal scores on a five-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely); N = 68. 
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Effect of scenario and orgasm. In order to test the hypotheses regarding the 
effect of scenario and orgasm on subjective sexual arousal, the control group was 
eliminated from the analysis resulting in 58 participants. The means, standard 
deviations and confidence intervals were obtained for each level of the independent 
variables scenario (see Table 19) and orgasm (see Table 20) on the dependent 
variable of subjective sexual arousal.  For the independent variable of scenario, it 
was hypothesised that subjective sexual arousal would be greater in the casual 
scenario condition compared to the romantic scenario and no scenario conditions. 
For the independent variable of orgasm, it was hypothesised that subjective sexual 
arousal would be greater in the orgasm condition compared with the no orgasm 
condition.   
A two-way between-groups analysis of variance was conducted to test the 
effect of scenario and orgasm on subjective sexual arousal. The assumption of 
normality was met. The assumption of homogeneity of variance was not violated, 
F(5, 52) = 1.89, p = .11. The interaction effect between scenario and orgasm was not 
statistically significant, F(2, 52) = 2.11, p = .13, partial η² = 0.08. The main effect for 
scenario was not statistically significant, F(2, 52) = 0.26, p = 0.77, partial η² = 0.01. 
In addition, statistical significance was not reached for the main effect of orgasm, 
F(1, 52) = 1.30, p = 0.26, partial η² = 0.02.  
6.3.4 Erotic Film Content Questionnaire Analyses 
The items of the Erotic Film Content Questionnaire were analysed to gain 
further insight into the relationship between erotic film content and women’s 
subjective sexual arousal. The two items relating to scenario were deleted from the 
analysis due to missing data (31% missing each). These analyses are also focused 
specifically on the sample exposed to erotic film content as the items are redundant  
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Table 19 
Means and Standard Deviations of Subjective Sexual Arousal for Levels of Scenario 
   95% CI  
Level M SD        Lower Upper n 
Romantic 3.05 0.97          2.58   3.52 19 
Casual 3.26 0.73          2.91   3.62 19 
No scenario 3.20 0.89          2.78   3.62 20 
Note. Values are mean subjective sexual arousal scores on a five-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely); N = 58. 
 
Table 20 
Means and Standard Deviations of Subjective Sexual Arousal for Levels of Orgasm 
   95% CI  
Level M SD Lower Upper n 
Orgasm 3.04 0.92 2.68 3.39 28 
No orgasm 3.30 0.79 3.00 3.60 30 
Note. Values are mean subjective sexual arousal scores on a five-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely); N = 58. 
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for participants that viewed the control video. As subjective ratings of importance 
were expected to be influenced by sexual orientation of the participant, this analysis 
also focuses specifically on heterosexual participants (n = 46). All items were 
measured on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much so). 
6.3.5 Relationship between Content Ratings and Subjective Sexual Arousal 
A Pearson’s correlation analysis was conducted to determine associations 
between the dependent variables of sexual arousal and erotic film content rating. 
Variables were assessed for normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. Positive skew 
was observed on the variables rating preference for more people involved in the 
scene and male homosexual activity. Negative skew was observed on the variables 
rating ability to identify with female, attention paid to female, female natural 
looking, female enjoyment, male enjoyment, male attentive to female, believable 
relationship, realism, time spent on sex, passion, intimacy, explicitness, dialogue, 
male orgasm, female orgasm and cunnilingus. A bimodal distribution was evident on 
the variables rating time spent on foreplay and background music. All other variables 
were normally distributed.  
As there were violations of normality, there were also violations of 
homoscedasticity on the same variables. Taking into account that many variables 
were not normally distributed and outliers were included in the analysis, it was 
determined that the variables all still appeared to demonstrate linear relationships. 
Correlations are presented in Table 21 along with means and standard deviations. 
Sexual arousal was significantly and positively associated with 5 content items.  
Unlike Study 1, a factor analysis of participants’ ratings of the importance of 
erotic content was not conducted. This was due to the relatively smaller sample size 
in the present study, resulting in an inadequate participant to item ratio as required by 
factor analysis.   
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Table 21 
Correlations between Content Ratings and Subjective Sexual Arousal 
   95% CI    
Content Item M  SD Lower Upper   r 
Did you think the female actor was attractive? 3.35 0.97 3.06 3.64  .07 
Were you able to identify with the female actor? 3.89 0.95 3.61 4.17  .17 
Did you like the amount of attention paid to the female actor? 4.07 0.88 3.80 4.33  .24 
Did you think the female actor was natural looking? 4.65 0.57 4.48 4.82  .11 
Do you think the female actor was in control of the scene? 3.22 0.94 2.94 3.50  .24 
Did you think the female actor appear to be enjoying herself? 4.67 0.56 4.51 4.84  .06 
Do you think the male actor was attractive? 3.33 1.06 3.01 3.64  .24 
Did you like the amount of attention paid to the male actor? 3.70 0.92 3.42 3.97  .42** 
Did you think the male actor was natural looking? 3.91 0.94 3.63 4.19  .16 
Do you think the male actor was in control of the scene? 3.61 0.77 3.38 3.84 -.00 
Did you think the male actor appear to be enjoying himself? 4.41 0.62 4.23 4.60 -.01 
Do you think the male actor was attentive to the female actor’s needs? 3.93 0.98 3.65 4.22  .20 
Do you think the female actor was attentive to the male actor’s needs? 3.87 0.75 3.65 4.09  .35* 
Do you think the male actor knew how to please a woman? 3.71 0.98 3.42 4.00 -.00 
Do you think the relationship between the actors was believable? 3.89 1.06 3.58 4.21  .12 
Did you like the background setting of the film? 3.20 1.00 2.90 3.49  .26 
Did you think the scene was realistic? 4.33 0.73 4.11 4.54  .03 
Did you like the amount of time spent on foreplay? 2.83 1.14 2.49 3.16  .17 
Did you like the amount of time spent on sex? 4.15 0.87 3.89 4.41  .28 
Did you like the lighting in the scene? 3.72 0.91 3.45 3.99  .28 
Did you like the camera angles used? 3.80 0.96 3.52 4.09  .37* 
Did you feel immersed in the scene? 3.70 0.96 3.41 3.98  .32* 
Did you think the scene was passionate? 4.00 0.97 3.71 4.29  .05 
Did you think the scene was intimate? 3.96 0.92 3.68 4.23 -.07 
Did you like the amount of activities the actors engaged in? 3.59 1.07 3.27 3.90  .27 
Did you like the level of explicitness? 4.07 1.04 3.76 4.37  .53*** 
Would you have liked to have heard dialogue between the actors? 3.76 1.16 3.42 4.10 -.17 
Would you have like to have heard background music? 2.91 1.33 2.52 3.31 -.02 
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Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very much so); n = 46.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
  
Table 21 Continued      
   95% CI    
Content Item M  SD Lower Upper   r 
Would you have liked to have seen the male actor orgasm? 3.65 1.14 3.31 3.99 -.06 
Did you like/would you have liked to have seen the female actor orgasm? 4.33 0.70 4.12 4.53  .10 
Would you have liked to have seen oral sex performed on the man? 3.20 1.20 2.84 3.55 -.17 
Did you like/would you have liked to have seen oral sex performed on the woman? 3.96 1.03 3.65 4.26 -.21 
Would you have liked to have seen more people involved in this scene?  2.54 1.22 2.18 2.91  .08 
Would you have liked to have seen female homosexual activity? 2.76 1.29 2.38 3.14  .03 
Would you have liked to have seen male homosexual activity? 1.78 1.03 1.48 2.09  .15 
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6.3.6 Relationship between Cognitive Factors and Subjective Sexual Arousal 
Prior to hypothesis testing, variables measuring responses and expectancies 
were assessed for normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. Positive skew was 
observed on the expectancies and responses of anxiety, disgust, anger, shame and 
guilt. Negative skew was evidenced on the interested expectancy. All other variables 
were normally distributed.  
As there were violations of normality, there were also violations of 
homoscedasticity on the same variables. Taking into account that many variables 
were not normally distributed and outliers were included in the analysis, it was 
determined that the variables all still appeared to demonstrate linear relationships. 
Correlations between responses. Participants were asked to indicate their 
feelings towards the erotic film on ten response items. The means and standard 
deviations of these ten items are presented in Table 22. 
In order to test the hypotheses that sexual arousal and absorption are 
significantly and positively related, a Pearson’s correlation analysis was conducted. 
Table 23 contains associations between nine of the response variables. Results 
indicated that there was a statistically significant positive relationship between sexual 
arousal and absorption. Absorption accounted for 15% of variance in sexual arousal. 
This may be classified as a medium effect size (Cohen, 1988).  
Regression analyses. Prior to watching the erotic film, participants indicated 
their expected responses to the erotic film. The means and standard deviations of 
these expectations are presented in Table 24. 
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Table 22 
Means and Standard Deviations for Responses to Erotic Film 
   95% CI 
Response Item M SD Lower Upper 
Sexually Aroused 3.17 0.86 2.95 3.40 
Absorbed 3.31 1.00 3.05 3.57 
Anxious 1.22 0.53 1.08 1.36 
Disgusted 1.14 0.35 1.05 1.23 
Entertained 3.19 0.93 2.95 3.43 
Angry 1.03 0.26 0.97 1.10 
Interested 3.55 0.96 3.30 3.80 
Ashamed 1.05 0.22 0.99 1.11 
Enjoyment 3.29 0.97 3.04 3.55 
Guilty 1.09 0.34 1.00 1.18 
Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1= not at all, 5 = extremely); n = 58 
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Table 23 
Correlations between Responses to Erotic Film 
Response   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   8 9 
1. Sexually Aroused    -         
2. Absorbed   .39**    -        
3. Anxious -.09   .10    -       
4. Disgusted -.08   .03   .12    -      
5. Entertained   .46***   .56*** -.02 -.14    -     
6. Angry -.03 -.04   .70*** -.05   .12    -    
7. Interested   .46***   .68***   .17   .03   .63***   .06    -   
8. Ashamed -.05 -.07   .05   .13 -.05 -.03   .03    -  
9. Enjoyment   .65***   .59***   .14 -.07   .68***   .10   .73***   .01  - 
    10.   Guilty -.05 -.03   .38** -.10   .00   .36** - .10   .63*** .03 
Note. n = 58.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Table 24 
Means and Standard Deviations for Expectations of Erotic Film 
   95% CI 
Response Item M SD Lower Upper 
Sexually Aroused 3.78 0.86 3.55 4.00 
Absorbed 3.36 0.89 3.13 3.60 
Anxious 1.43 0.75 1.23 1.63 
Disgusted 1.50 0.78 1.30 1.70 
Entertained 3.64 0.81 3.42 3.85 
Angry 1.09 0.34 1.00 1.18 
Interested 3.79 0.87 3.56 4.02 
Ashamed 1.28 0.64 1.11 1.45 
Enjoyment 3.62 0.81 3.41 3.83 
Guilty 1.31 0.71 1.12 1.50 
Note. Values are mean item scores on a five-point scale (1 = I don’t expect to feel this way, 3 = unsure if I will or won’t feel this way, 5 = very much expect to feel this way); n = 58.  
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In order to test the hypothesis that greater expectancy of sexual arousal 
significantly predicts greater subjective sexual arousal in women, a regression 
analysis was conducted. Firstly, Pearson’s correlations between expectation items 
and their corresponding response items were calculated and presented in Table 25. 
Results indicated that there was a significant positive correlation between sexual 
arousal expectancy and sexual arousal response. A bivariate regression analysis 
showed sexual arousal expectancy significantly predicted sexual arousal response, β 
= .34, t(57) = 2.68, p = .01. An increase in 1.00 unit on sexual arousal expectancy 
resulted in an average increase of 0.34 units on sexual arousal response, 95% CI 
[0.09, 0.59]. Sexual arousal expectancy explained 12% of variance in sexual arousal 
response. This is indicative of a medium effect size (Cohen, 1988).  
6.4 Discussion 
The present study aimed to investigate the effect of erotic content on female 
subjective arousal. Specifically, female orgasm and scenario were manipulated 
within erotic film to test their effects on women’s subjective arousal response. It was 
hypothesised that women would report greater subjective sexual arousal to film 
which depicts the woman having an orgasm in comparison to film which does not 
show female orgasm. Contrary to expectations, female orgasm did not have an effect 
on women’s subjective arousal. It was also hypothesised that women would report 
greater subjective sexual arousal to film which is presented within a casual sex 
scenario, as opposed to a romantic scenario or absence of a scenario. This hypothesis 
was not supported as subjective arousal was not affected by scenario presented.  
In addition to investigation of erotic content, the present study also aimed to confirm 
the findings of Study 1 by again examining female subjective arousal for its 
relationship with both response expectancies and absorption. As with Study 1, it was 
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Table 25 
Correlations between Expectancies and Corresponding Response Variables 
Expectancy Response    r  R² 
Sexually Aroused Sexually Aroused .34** .12 
Absorbed Absorbed .54*** .29 
Anxious Anxious .41*** .17 
Disgusted Disgusted .45*** .20 
Entertained Entertained .56*** .31 
Angry Angry .36** .13 
Interested Interested .26* .07 
Ashamed Ashamed .27* .07 
Enjoyment Enjoyment .37** .14 
Guilty Guilty .69*** .48 
Note. n = 78.  
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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hypothesised that there would be a significant, positive relationship between 
absorption and women’s subjective arousal. It was also hypothesised that there 
would be a significant, positive, predictive relationship between response expectancy 
and women’s subjective arousal. As expected, female subjective arousal was 
associated with absorption and response expectancies. In addition, response 
expectancy was found to predict women’s subjective arousal.  
6.4.1 The Effect of Content on Subjective Arousal 
The present study performed a manipulation check to ensure that the erotic 
film clips elicited greater subjective arousal than a neutral control video. Consistent 
with past research (e.g., Suchinsky et al., 2009), women reported greater subjective 
arousal to the erotic film clips than the neutral clip.  
As mentioned, female orgasm did not have an effect on women’s subjective 
arousal in the present study. That is, there was not a significant difference in 
subjective arousal between those who did and did not see the woman have an 
orgasm. It is possible that this finding is due to inadequate differentiation between 
the two conditions. Specifically, the lack of auditory cues may have made it difficult 
for participants to identify whether the female actor was having an orgasm. As such, 
the lack of significant differences in subjective arousal may be due to lack of 
awareness of female orgasm within the erotic film. An alternative explanation for the 
current finding is simply that the depiction of female orgasm does not affect 
women’s subjective arousal.  
Unfortunately, there is a lack of previous research examining the effect of 
female orgasm on women’s subjective arousal, making it difficult to ascertain which 
of the two explanations presented here is the most feasible. Clearly then, more 
research is needed to verify the current findings. It is recommended that future 
research may examine the effect of female orgasm in erotica content by utilising 
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audiovisual stimuli. If the results of such research are consistent with the current 
findings, it could be asserted that the depiction of female orgasm does not appear to 
have an effect on women’s subjective arousal. Future research may also choose to 
include a measure of participants’ perception of whether the female actress had an 
orgasm. A manipulation check could then be performed to determine whether 
women are able to perceive female orgasm within visual stimuli. Further research 
will then lead to a greater understanding of the effect of female orgasm on women’s 
subjective arousal.  
In addition to female orgasm, the present study also found no significant 
differences on subjective arousal between the three scenario conditions. Once again, 
the lack of findings here are potentially due to methodological flaws within the 
present study. In this study, scenario was presented via test instructions provided to 
participants before watching the erotic film clip. It is possible that there was not 
enough detail provided in the scenarios to have a salient effect on women’s 
subjective arousal. It is also feasible that participants skimmed over test instructions 
and subsequently overlooked the details of the scenario. It may also have been the 
case that the scenario presented was not consistent enough with the actual footage. 
For example, the romantic scenario described a recently married couple however the 
actors in the film did not wear wedding rings. Hence, subjective arousal may not 
have been affected by scenario as women may not have been aware of the scenario or 
believed it to be true.  
On the other hand, the current findings may indicate that scenario does not 
have a significant effect on women’s subjective arousal. This interpretation is 
consistent with past research. Mosher and White (1980) investigated the effect of a 
‘casual’ versus ‘committed’ scenario on women’s subjective arousal and did not find 
any significant differences. Chivers and Timmers (2012) also did not find any 
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significant differences in their study examining the effect of relationship context 
(long-term partner, stranger, or friend) on women’s subjective arousal. As such, the 
current findings do seem to support the notion that scenario may not have a 
significant effect on women’s subjective arousal. The current findings are however 
inconsistent with past research by Fisher and Byrne (1978). They found that married 
women reported greater subjective arousal to a ‘casual’ sex scenario in comparison 
to a ‘love’ or ‘lust’ scenario. In the literature review of this thesis, it was postulated 
that the inconsistencies among past research may be due to variation in methodology, 
as Fisher and Byrne utilised visual stimuli and presented scenario in the third person, 
whereas the other research (Chivers & Timmers; Mosher & White) utilised auditory 
stimuli and presented scenario in the second person. As the present study utilised the 
same methodology as Fisher and Byrne, it does not seem that the differences in 
findings of past research are accounted for by differences in methodology. It is more 
likely that Fisher and Byrne’s findings are due to the relationship status of the 
participants, as their analysis utilised married women only.  
In summary, the present findings regarding the effect of scenario on female 
subjective arousal may be interpreted in one of two ways. Firstly, the lack of 
significant findings may be the result of methodological limitations discussed 
previously. Secondly, the findings may indicate that scenario does not have a 
significant effect on women’s subjective arousal. In order to determine which 
interpretation is more accurate, further empirical investigation is required. It is 
recommended that future research overcome the present limitations by utilising a 
more detailed scenario, by ensuring congruency between the scenario and the erotic 
stimulus, and by utilising a manipulation check to ensure participants were aware of 
the scenario presented with the stimulus. Once these limitations have been addressed, 
an accurate conclusion regarding the effect of scenario on women’s subjective 
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arousal can be made. Subsequently, a greater understanding of the effect of stimulus 
factors on female subjective arousal can be achieved. 
In addition to examining female orgasm and scenario, the present study 
examined the relationship between women’s subjective arousal and their ratings of 
the erotic film content. Results indicated that women reported greater subjective 
arousal when they also appraised the content as appealing in terms of: amount of 
attention paid to the male, female attention to the male’s needs, camera angles, 
feeling immersed in the scene, and explicitness. As with Study 1, these results 
indicate that appraisal of content may have a significant role in women’s subsequent 
subjective arousal. Interestingly, the present findings are not completely consistent 
with Study 1. In Study 1, a significant relationship was found between female 
subjective arousal and thirteen content variables. In the present study, there were 
only five content variables that were associated with subjective arousal. It is feasible 
that the smaller sample size in the present study may have resulted in fewer 
significant findings. It is also important to acknowledge that the findings may have 
been affected by skew and the inclusion of outliers. These limitations could possibly 
be overcome with the use of a larger sample size. Nonetheless, the findings across 
both studies do indicate that women’s appraisal of content variables is related to their 
subjective arousal.  
In summary, the present study investigated the role of erotic film content on 
women’s subjective arousal through several methods. Female orgasm and scenario 
were manipulated within erotic film and assessed for their effect on subjective 
arousal. Neither female orgasm nor scenario was found to influence women’s 
subjective arousal. As discussed previously, the present findings may be due to flaws 
within the experimental stimuli. It was also argued that the present findings may 
indicate that female orgasm and scenario alone do not affect female subjective 
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arousal. The present study also identified several erotic content variables which, 
when appraised as appealing, are associated with higher subjective arousal. This 
indicates that while specific content variables may not affect subjective arousal, 
women’s appraisal of several content variables is related to their subjective arousal. 
As such, it is perhaps women’s appraisal of the integration of many aspects of erotic 
content which truly affects subjective arousal. In order to determine the accuracy of 
this proposition, it is imperative that future research focus on the overall appraisal of 
erotic stimuli and how it is related to female subjective arousal. Thus, more insight 
into the factors influencing female subjective arousal can be gained.  
6.4.2 The Relationship between Cognitive Factors and Subjective Arousal 
The present study investigated the relationship between female subjective 
arousal and absorption. As predicted, a relationship was found between absorption 
and subjective arousal with a medium effect size. That is, greater absorption was 
related to greater subjective arousal. This finding supports past research which has 
identified an association (Koukounas & McCabe, 1997) or cause-effect relationship 
between absorption and female subjective arousal (Both et al., 2011; Sheen & 
Koukounas, 2009). In addition, the present findings are consistent with the findings 
of Study 1 in that both investigations identified a positive relationship between 
absorption and subjective arousal. Study 1 also recognised the importance of 
immersion (i.e., absorption) as a factor related to women’s subjective arousal. Hence, 
there is a variety of empirical evidence to support the notion that absorption is 
associated with women’s subjective arousal.  
As with Study 1, it is once again important to recognise the limitations with 
the current findings. Although past research has concluded that there is a cause-effect 
relationship between absorption and female subjective arousal (e.g., Both et al., 
2011; Sheen & Koukounas, 2009), the present study can only conclude that there is a 
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relationship between the two variables. As such, the effect of absorption on women’s 
subjective arousal must still be investigated in future research. Future research may 
also endeavour to explore any factors which could potentially affect women’s ability 
to become absorbed with a sexual stimulus (e.g., fatigue, disinterest in content, 
mood). Continued research in this area will lead to an improved conceptualisation of 
the role of cognitive factors in women’s subjective arousal.  
Another cognitive factor investigated in the present study was response 
expectancies. It was found that response expectancy predicted female subjective 
arousal with a medium effect size. This finding is congruent with Study 1. The 
present finding also supports past research where it has been found that improving 
response expectancies elicited greater sexual arousal in women (McCall & Meston, 
2007; Palace, 1995). Specifically, past research has manipulated response 
expectancies by providing participants with false-positive feedback on their vaginal 
blood volume to give women the impression that they were having a positive genital 
response to erotic film. The provision of false-positive feedback then resulted in 
greater subjective arousal on subsequent erotic film presentations. Clearly then, there 
appears to be a relationship between response expectancies and subjective arousal. 
Unfortunately the present study cannot make conclusions regarding causation. As 
such, it is recommended that future empirical research utilise an experimental design 
incorporating the manipulation of response expectancies. Research of this nature will 
allow for conclusions to be made on the causal relationship between response 
expectancies and subjective arousal in women. As such, further insight into the role 
of cognitive factors in female subjective arousal can be achieved.  
In summary, the present findings support the proposition that absorption and 
response expectancies are associated with women’s subjective arousal. However, 
conclusions regarding causation cannot be made on the basis of the present findings 
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as this investigation only focused on the relationship between the abovementioned 
variables. Hence, the effect of these cognitive factors on women’s subjective arousal 
needs to be investigated in future research, not only to support the present findings 
but also conclusions drawn in past research (e.g., Palace, 1995; Sheen & Koukounas, 
2009). Further examination of cognitive factors will provide more insight into the 
processes underlying female sexual arousal which shall then result in a greater 
knowledge of the broader concept of female sexuality. 
6.5 Chapter Summary 
This chapter has presented an investigation of the effect of female orgasm 
and scenario on women’s subjective arousal. It was found that neither female orgasm 
nor scenario affected subjective arousal. These findings were discussed as potentially 
reflecting methodological limitations. It was also asserted that the present findings 
may be an accurate reflection of the effect of scenario and female orgasm on 
women’s subjective arousal. Furthermore, it was proposed that appraisal of the 
integration of many aspects of erotic content may be what truly affects subjective 
arousal, as subjective arousal appears to be associated with appraisal of a number of 
content variables. As the present findings are preliminary, it was argued that more 
research is necessary to replicate and validate this investigation. 
In this chapter, response expectancies and absorption were also investigated 
for their relationship with female subjective arousal. Greater absorption and greater 
response expectancy were each associated with greater subjective arousal. In 
addition, response expectancy predicted subjective arousal. These findings highlight 
that cognitive factors have a relationship with female subjective arousal and require 
further investigation to obtain an accurate conceptualisation of the mechanisms 
underlying women’s sexual arousal.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: General Discussion 
The primary aim of this thesis was to investigate the effect of erotic stimulus 
factors on women’s subjective arousal. This thesis also aimed to examine the 
relationship between cognitive factors and women’s subjective arousal. As such, two 
empirical studies were conducted. Study 1 investigated the effect of length of 
foreplay and sexual activity on female subjective arousal. Study 2 examined the 
effect of female orgasm and scenario on women’s subjective arousal. Both Study 1 
and Study 2 assessed the relationship between subjective arousal and the cognitive 
factors, absorption and response expectancies. The findings of these investigations 
may contribute to the overall conceptualisation of female sexual arousal. As such, the 
present chapter will focus on the implications of this research, as well as make 
recommendations for future investigations.  
7.1 Implications of the Research Findings 
7.1.1 Stimulus Factors and Female Subjective Arousal 
The present thesis examined the effect of four aspects of erotic film content 
(length of foreplay, sexual activity, female orgasm, and scenario) on female 
subjective arousal. In all instances, the erotic film content under investigation did not 
affect women’s level of subjective arousal. These findings may indicate that subtle 
differences in erotic film content do not affect women’s subjective arousal. 
Although manipulation of specific aspects of content did not affect women’s 
subjective arousal, it was found that women reported greater subjective arousal to the 
erotic films clips compared with a nature clip. This finding may indicate that while 
subtle changes in sexual stimulus content are insufficient to affect subjective arousal, 
stimuli with very different content (e.g., sexual content versus non-sexual content) 
are able to elicit different levels of subjective arousal for women. Specifically, 
women’s overall appraisal of the sexual appeal of the stimuli is likely to have varied 
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greatly resulting in different levels of subjective arousal in response to the sexual and 
non-sexual stimuli.  
In fact, the additional findings of this research indicate that overall appraisal 
of stimulus content may have an important role in female subjective arousal. Both 
Study 1 and Study 2 identified several erotic content variables which, when 
appraised as appealing, were associated with higher subjective arousal. These 
included female attractiveness, being able to identify with the female, female 
enjoyment, male attractiveness, amount of attention paid to the male, male attention 
to the female’s needs, female attention to the male’s needs, believable relationship 
between actors, time spent on foreplay, lighting, camera angles, feeling immersed in 
the scene, passion, intimacy, and explicitness. Clearly then, women’s appraisal of 
many features of erotic film content is related to their level of subjective arousal. As 
such, it is feasible that subjective arousal stems from women’s appraisal of the 
integration of many aspects of erotic content. This proposition would explain why 
manipulation of singular aspects of erotic film content did not produce different 
subjective arousal responses, in that one feature of film alone may not be salient 
enough to affect the overall (integrated) appraisal of the content.  
For example, one woman may be viewing an erotic film featuring 
cunnilingus. Another woman may be viewing the exact same film, except that it 
features vaginal intercourse rather than cunnilingus. Apart from the sexual activity, 
every other aspect of the film content is identical. They each take into account the 
integrated content features in order to form an overall appraisal of the film. For 
example, they may appraise the actor’s appearance, performance, background 
setting, lighting as well as the sexual activity (either cunnilingus or vaginal 
intercourse). Each woman then uses their overall appraisal of the film to determine 
their level of subjective arousal. Although each woman has viewed slightly different 
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erotic content, they do not report different levels of subjective arousal. This is 
because the slight modification of the sexual activity has not had a significant effect 
on their overall appraisal of the film, and as such both women report similar levels of 
subjective arousal. Thus, women’s overall appraisal of the film may be based on the 
integration of the erotic film content, rather than on one specific feature. Overall 
appraisal of the erotic content may then influence level of subjective arousal. 
The present research identified a number of broad concepts within erotic film 
which may be important to women’s subjective arousal. These included realism, 
female pleasure, female focus, male pleasure, male focus, female identification, 
novelty and immersion. The relative importance of these concepts may vary from 
woman to woman, such that one woman may value realism and female pleasure, 
while another may value male focus and male pleasure. It is also possible that there 
are particular concepts that are important to the majority of women. Unfortunately, 
the relative importance of these concepts to the general population of women was not 
investigated in this research.  
Nonetheless, it may be the case that women assess the entire content of an 
erotic stimulus in terms of these broader concepts, which then contributes to their 
level of subjective arousal. For example, a woman may be viewing a sexually 
explicit image in an erotic magazine. She assesses the many aspects of the image 
content and determines that the content is representative of female pleasure and is 
realistic. As female pleasure and realism are important concepts to this woman, her 
subjective arousal to this image is enhanced. The woman may then turn the page to 
see another image and again appraises the integration of the image’s content. She 
perceives this image to be more focused on the male and his pleasure, both being 
concepts which are not important to her. Subsequently, her subjective arousal is 
reduced in response to this image.  
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Although this notion is congruent with the current findings, it is also 
important to see how well this interpretation can be applied to past research. There 
are a number of studies which have been able to identify different levels of female 
subjective arousal in response to differing erotic content (e.g., Heiman, 1977; Sheen, 
2004). However, past research also utilised far less experimental control over erotic 
content variables than in the present research, meaning that a combination of 
confounding variables may be responsible for the previous findings. For example, 
Sheen (2004) concluded that varying length of foreplay resulted in significantly 
different female subjective arousal responses. However, the two experimental 
conditions in that research were based on two stimuli taken from two separate erotic 
films. As such, a number of confounding variables may have influenced women’s 
responses, such as physical attributes of the actors, quality of actor performance, 
lighting and camera angles. Therefore, the differences in subjective arousal may have 
been due to women’s overall appraisal of the integration of content variables within 
each condition, rather than specifically due to length of foreplay.  
Past research has also identified that ‘categories’ of erotic film content have 
an effect on women’s subjective arousal. For example, Heiman (1977) found that 
women reported greater sexual arousal to content which was categorised as erotic or 
erotic/romantic compared to content categorised as romantic only. Quackenbush and 
colleagues (1995) also found differences in subjective arousal based on 
categorisation of content, where women rated explicit/highly romantic content as 
more arousing than explicit/low romantic content. This past research supports the 
notions presented in this thesis that overall appraisal of the erotic content may affect 
women’s subjective arousal. Furthermore, it is perhaps women’s appraisal of the 
integration of content within erotic film that is responsible for the differences found 
in women’s responses to male-oriented and female-oriented erotica (e.g., Laan et al., 
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1994; Mosher & MacIan, 1994). Thus, past research appears to be consistent with the 
notion that women’s subjective arousal is affected by their appraisal of the 
integration of content within an erotic stimulus.  
Up to this point, it has been argued that the present findings indicate that 
women’s subjective arousal response to erotic film is a complex process that is 
affected by their interpretation of the entire content of the film rather than a specific 
aspect of content. It is essential to also acknowledge other explanations for the 
present findings. One alternative interpretation of the current findings may be that 
differences in specific content variables did not affect women’s subjective arousal 
because women are non-specific in the erotic content preferences. This would imply 
that women will respond similarly to erotic film regardless of the content. This 
assertion is clearly problematic as there have been many instances in past research 
where female subjective arousal has differed depending on erotic content (e.g., 
Mosher & MacIan, 1994). For example, Heiman (1977) showed that women reported 
greater sexual arousal to content which was categorised as erotic or erotic/romantic 
compared to content categorised as romantic only, therein indicating that subjective 
arousal varied with erotic content. Therefore, it is unlikely that women are non-
specific in their subjective arousal response to erotic stimuli as past research 
demonstrates that women report different levels of subjective arousal to different 
erotic content. 
7.1.2 Cognitive Factors and Female Subjective Arousal 
Thus far, the focus of this discussion has been on the role of sexual stimulus 
content in female subjective arousal. Another area of female subjective arousal that 
was investigated in the present research was the cognitive factors of absorption and 
response expectancies. In both Study 1 and Study 2, it was found that greater 
absorption and higher sexual response expectancy were each associated with greater 
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subjective arousal. Furthermore, response expectancies were found to predict 
women’s levels of subjective arousal. As such, it appears that both of these cognitive 
factors may have a role in female subjective arousal by influencing women’s 
response to a sexual stimulus.  
For example, absorption with a sexual stimulus may facilitate women’s 
subjective arousal by drawing attention to the appealing aspects of the stimulus, as 
well as bringing attention to other sensations (e.g., genital arousal). On the other 
hand, women’s subjective arousal may motivate them to become more absorbed with 
a sexual stimulus. As the present research only investigated the relationship between 
subjective arousal and absorption, it is not possible to draw cause-and-effect 
conclusions on the basis of this research alone. However, past research which 
directly investigated the effect of absorption on female subjective arousal has shown 
that greater absorption with the sexual stimulus lead to higher subjective arousal 
(Both et al., 2011; Sheen & Koukounas, 2009). On the basis of this past research, the 
present findings may be considered as an indication that absorption facilitated 
women’s subjective arousal response to the erotic stimulus.  
Response expectancies may also affect women’s subjective arousal response 
to a sexual stimulus. The present research found that sexual response expectancy 
(recorded before the presentation of the erotic film) significantly predicted subjective 
arousal (recorded after the presentation of the erotic film). Although the present 
research did not directly examine the effect of expectancies on subjective arousal, the 
findings do indicate that expectancies influenced subjective arousal response as logic 
dictates that the expectancy preceded subjective arousal in this instance. Past 
research which has examined the effect of response expectancies on female 
subjective arousal supports this assertion (e.g., McCall & Meston, 2007; Palace, 
1995).  
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Nonetheless, subjective arousal may also influence future expectancies 
(Palace, 1999). That is, a woman may experience a high level of subjective arousal to 
a particular erotic stimulus causing her to have high expectancy of becoming aroused 
again when exposed to the same stimulus. As such, there may be a complex 
interaction between response expectancies and female subjective arousal whereby 
one continues to influence the other across time in a feedback loop (Palace, 1999).  
7.1.3 Summary of Implications of the Research Findings 
This thesis has argued that the findings of the present research may indicate 
that subtle differences between erotic stimuli are not sufficient to produce differences 
in subjective arousal among women. This assertion was made on the basis that the 
present studies failed to identify differences in subjective arousal depending on 
length of foreplay, sexual activity, female orgasm and scenario. Furthermore, it was 
argued that subjective arousal may be the product of appraisal of the integration of 
several content variables, as this thesis found that subjective arousal was related to 
the appraisal of many aspects of erotic film content. It was then proposed that women 
may appraise the integration of erotic content in terms of broader concepts that are 
meaningful to them (e.g., realism, female focus). This interpretation of the present 
findings was then compared with past empirical research and alternative explanations 
were explored. The implications of the present findings for the role of cognitive 
factors in female subjective arousal were then discussed. In order to further 
understand the meaning of the present findings, the next section will explore how the 
conclusions made here relate to current conceptualisations of female sexual arousal. 
7.2 Implications for the Conceptualisation of Female Subjective Arousal 
The Information Processing Model of Sexual Arousal (IPM) (Janssen et al., 
2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) describes subjective arousal as the result of appraisal of 
a sexual stimulus. Specifically, the sexual stimulus undergoes appraisal to attribute 
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meaning to the stimulus. The meanings attributed to a sexual stimulus may be sexual 
or non-sexual in nature. This conceptualisation directly relates to the present 
findings, as it has been argued here that women’s appraisal of multiple aspects of 
stimulus content is related to their subjective arousal. Thus, the focus on appraisal is 
inherent in both the IPM and this thesis.  
Both the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) and this research 
also suggest that stimuli are appraised for broader concepts or ‘meaning’. It has been 
argued here that women may appraise the entire content of a sexual stimulus in terms 
of broader concepts (e.g., realism, male pleasure), which then affects their level of 
subjective arousal. This notion is congruent with the IPM, which states that sexual 
stimuli are appraised and attributed meanings. Thus, the present findings are 
consistent with the IPM in that both suggest that appraisal of stimuli depends on the 
broader interpretation of stimulus content.  
The conclusions drawn here are not only consistent with the IPM (Janssen et 
al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007), but also Basson’s (2002) conceptualisation of 
female sexual arousal. Basson states that appraisal is an important component of 
female subjective arousal. Specifically, content of the stimulus is assessed in order to 
form an evaluation of its sexual appeal. Additionally, Basson states that appraisal of 
context is another important factor in women’s subjective arousal. Although the 
present research did not investigate appraisal of context, it is argued that appraisal of 
the integration of stimulus content has a role in female subjective arousal. Thus, both 
the present findings and Basson’s model indicate that overall appraisal of the 
stimulus content is linked with female subjective arousal. 
In addition to arguing that appraisal affects subjective arousal, the present 
research identified a relationship between absorption and subjective arousal. Both the 
IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) and Basson’s (2002) model 
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postulate that attention to the stimulus can moderate level of subjective arousal. That 
is, increased attention to the stimulus may enhance sexual arousal, whilst distraction 
may inhibit sexual arousal. Thus, both models propose an effect of attention on 
sexual arousal.  
In this research, absorption was investigated for its relationship with 
subjective arousal. Absorption is a more specific form of attention in which the 
individual completely immerses themselves with the stimulus. It was found that 
greater absorption was associated with greater subjective arousal. Although the 
current research did not examine the direct effect of absorption on women’s sexual 
arousal, the findings do suggest that they are related. As such, the current findings 
may be a representation of the proposed effect of attention on subjective arousal as 
described within the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007) and Basson’s 
(2002) conceptualisation of female sexual arousal. Empirical investigation involving 
the manipulation of attention/absorption would be necessary to fully determine 
whether the relationship between attention and subjective arousal is as described by 
Basson and the IPM. Nonetheless, there is both theoretical and empirical evidence to 
support the relationship between absorption and female subjective arousal.  
Response expectancies were also investigated in the present research for their 
relationship with female subjective arousal. Specifically, it was found that 
expectancy of becoming sexually aroused predicted subjective arousal response. 
Thus, the current findings indicate that response expectancies may have a role in 
female subjective arousal. Unfortunately, neither the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan 
& Janssen, 2007) nor Basson (2002) explicitly recognise the role of expectancies in 
subjective arousal. This is problematic as there is now a growing body of research to 
suggest that response expectancies influence both normal sexual functioning and 
sexual dysfunction in women (e.g., McCall & Meston, 2007; Palace, 1995). As such, 
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it is suggested that future revisions of the conceptualisation of female subjective 
arousal may include the role of response expectancies. Specifically, response 
expectancies could be conceptualised as a pre-existing moderating variable that 
affects women’s subjective arousal to an erotic stimulus.  
In summary, it appears that the conclusions drawn in this thesis are consistent 
with current conceptualisations of female subjective arousal. Specifically, the present 
research argued that women’s subjective arousal is affected by their appraisal of the 
entire content of a stimulus rather than a specific aspect of content. This view 
concurs with the IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007), which too states 
that stimulus content is appraised for meaning. The meaning attributed to a stimulus 
then affects subjective arousal. The conclusions drawn in this thesis are also 
consistent with Basson’s (2002) model, which states that subjective arousal is 
partially determined by the appraisal of stimulus content for sexual appeal. 
Therefore, the overall appraisal of stimulus content for its meaning/sexual appeal 
may be what is truly affecting women’s subjective arousal, rather than a specific 
aspect of a sexual stimulus.  
Furthermore, the present findings, IPM (Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 
2007) and Basson’s (2002) model all distinguish a relationship between 
attention/absorption and subjective arousal. Although the IPM and Basson’s model 
both feature cognitive processing of stimuli and acknowledge the role of attention in 
subjective arousal, neither conceptualisation features the potential impact of other 
cognitive factors on subjective arousal, such as response expectancies. Both the 
present research and past studies (e.g., Palace, 1995) have indicated that response 
expectancies have a role in female subjective arousal. As such, it was suggested here 
that future revisions of the conceptualisation of female subjective arousal may 
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benefit from the incorporation of response expectancies as a factor which influences 
women’s subjective arousal response to a sexual stimulus. 
7.3 Clinical Implications 
In addition to having implications for the conceptualisation of female sexual 
arousal, the findings of this thesis may also inform clinical practice. It has been 
argued here that women’s overall interpretation of stimuli (incorporating multiple 
erotic content features) may be what is truly affecting subjective arousal response 
(rather than singular erotic content features of a stimulus). In other words, women’s 
interpretation of a stimulus determines their subjective arousal. Although this 
concept is not original, the present findings do reinforce the role of cognitive 
appraisal in female subjective arousal. The relationship between subjective arousal 
and cognitive factors such as absorption and response expectancies further highlights 
that cognitive processes are closely linked with female subjective arousal.  
As it appears that cognitive appraisal of stimuli, absorption and response 
expectancies are all related to normal sexual arousal functioning, it may be 
extrapolated that sexual arousal dysfunctions are also related to these factors. The 
proposed revisions for the pending fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V) include a new diagnosis of female sexual 
dysfunction entitled “Female Sexual Interest/Arousal Disorder” (FSIAD) (Graham, 
2010). FSIAD will replace the DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000) diagnoses of Hypoactive 
Sexual Desire Disorder and Female Sexual Arousal Disorder. One of the proposed 
criteria for FSIAD is an absent or reduced sexual response to erotic cues (Balon & 
Wise, 2011). The cognitive factors discussed in this thesis could clearly be related to 
this criterion.  
Firstly, an absent or reduced arousal response to an erotic cue/stimulus may 
be due to women’s appraisal of the stimulus. As argued previously, women’s 
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cognitive appraisal of erotic stimuli may directly affect their level of subjective 
arousal. When it comes to sexual dysfunction, it may be that women are not 
appraising the erotic stimulus as sexually appealing and therefore do not experience 
subjective arousal (Basson, 2002). Thus, appraisal may result in inhibited subjective 
arousal to erotic cues and subsequently may precipitate or perpetuate sexual 
dysfunction. 
Secondly, a reduced arousal response to erotic stimuli may be linked with 
inability to become absorbed with the sexual stimulus. As the present research 
indicated that greater absorption is associated with greater subjective arousal, it too is 
the case that lesser absorption is associated with lesser subjective arousal. Previous 
research has also indicated that level of absorption directly affects levels of 
subjective arousal in women (e.g., Sheen & Koukounas, 2009). As such, limited 
absorption with a stimulus may result in reduced subjective arousal, therein 
contributing to sexual dysfunction (Barlow, 1986; Masters & Johnson, 1970).  
Finally, response expectancies may underlie reduced subjective arousal to 
erotic cues. The research presented here found that women’s expectations of 
becoming aroused predicted their subjective arousal response to erotic film. That is, 
lower expectation of becoming aroused predicted lower subsequent subjective 
arousal. As such, women’s response expectancies may result in reduced subjective 
arousal to erotic cues. In fact, Palace (1999) has argued that response expectancies 
may be a perpetuating factor in female sexual dysfunction. Specifically, Palace 
proposed that physiological dysfunction may lead to the development of negative 
expectancies, which in turn lead to further physiological dysfunction. Thus, a 
negative feedback loop is created between expectancies and physiological response 
(Palace). As such, response expectancies may have a role in the development or 
maintenance of FSIAD.  
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The cognitive factors of appraisal, absorption and response expectancies may 
all be related to FSIAD by way of inhibiting subjective arousal response to erotic 
cues. As such, it is essential that all of these factors are taken into consideration when 
assessing women for sexual dysfunction. It is particularly important to recognise 
whether any of these cognitive factors are maintaining the sexual dysfunction so that 
appropriate interventions can be applied to target these factors. In fact, absorption 
with an erotic stimulus is already a component of interventions such as sensate focus 
and mindfulness approaches. Sensate focus exercises are a traditional aspect of sex 
therapy which encourage attention to sensations during sexual contact, as well as 
focus on being a participant, rather than a spectator (Laan & Both, 2011). A more 
recent addition to sexual dysfunction treatment is mindfulness techniques, which 
encourage absorption in the present moment, therein enhancing awareness of 
thoughts and sensations (Brotto & Woo, 2010). Both of these techniques demonstrate 
the role of absorption in enhancing sexual response.  
Along with absorption, response expectancies are also addressed in current 
treatments for sexual dysfunctions. Specifically, cognitive-behavioural therapy aims 
to modify negative expectations (along with other unhelpful thoughts) through 
cognitive restructuring (Laan & Both, 2011). Cognitive restructuring involves the 
identification of unhelpful thoughts/beliefs followed by disputation of these thoughts 
(Ellis, 2009). For response expectancies, this would involve identifying the negative 
expectation (e.g., “I will never become aroused”) and disputing this expectation 
through methods such as analysing the evidence for the thought (e.g., “I’ve been 
aroused in the past, so it’s possible again”) and whether the thought is pragmatic 
(e.g., “If I keep telling myself this, I’m just going to feel more anxious and 
depressed. It really isn’t going to achieve anything”). Thus, the role of response 
expectancies in sexual response is clearly highlighted in cognitive restructuring.  
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In summary, the findings of this thesis have several implications for clinical 
practice. Firstly, the findings reinforce the notion that cognitive processes are 
associated with female subjective arousal. Secondly, the findings highlight the need 
for thorough assessment of cognitive processes in women reporting sexual interest or 
arousal dysfunctions, as these processes may influence response to erotic cues. 
Finally, the present findings support the current interventions for sexual dysfunctions 
which are aimed at these cognitive processes. However, it is important to note that 
the findings of this thesis are based on women without sexual dysfunction and 
therefore the clinical implications discussed here need further empirical investigation 
within a population of women with sexual dysfunction. Specific research 
recommendations are presented later in this chapter.  
7.4 Limitations 
In addition to discussing the theoretical and clinical implications of the 
current findings, it is also important to acknowledge the potential limitations of this 
research. Outside the potential limitations specific to each investigation which were 
considered in Chapters 5 and Chapter 6 respectively, there are also general 
methodological limitations to this research. Firstly, the environment in which the 
experiment was conducted may have affected participants’ responses. According to 
Basson (2002), women’s appraisal of the environment as either appropriate or 
inappropriate may affect their subsequent subjective arousal response. As the 
experiment was conducted within an empty room on campus at Deakin University, it 
is possible that some participants (particularly those which attend Deakin University) 
may have appraised the environment as an inappropriate place to become sexually 
aroused. However, mean subjective arousal scores were generally moderate to high 
indicating that environment was unlikely to have had a significant effect in inhibiting 
participants’ responses. Furthermore, all participants completed the experiment in the 
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same environment. As such, the influence of environment would have been spread 
evenly across groups and therefore would not have had an effect on the investigation 
of group differences within this research.  
There are also limitations related to the samples utilised in this research. Each 
study had a relatively small sample size, particularly when also taking into account 
the number of conditions within each study. A small sample size reduces the power 
to detect effects (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). As such, the lack of effect of content 
on women’s subjective arousal within the present studies may be due to lack of 
power. Small sample sizes also limit the generalisability of the results to the larger 
population of women.  
Additionally, the samples may have been affected by volunteer bias. This bias 
refers to the assumption that those willing to participate in sexuality research have 
different characteristics than those who are not willing to participate and therefore 
the sample is not representative of the population. Morokoff (1986) investigated the 
differences between ‘volunteers’ and ‘non-volunteers’ in sexuality research. All 
participants completed a series of questionnaires before being offered an opportunity 
to participate in a physiological measure of sexual arousal. Those who participated in 
the physiological aspect were labelled ‘volunteers’ whilst the remaining participants 
were grouped as ‘non-volunteers’. Comparison of questionnaire responses showed 
that volunteers reported more experience with masturbation, non-coital sexual 
activity, “unusual sex”, as well as reporting less sexual inhibition. Plaud, Gaither, 
Hegstad, Rowan and Devitt (1999) used a similar design and also found that 
volunteers reported more sexual experience, more heterosexual partners, and lower 
levels of sexual guilt. These studies demonstrate that there may be some bias in the 
results of sexuality research and as such must be recognised as a limitation. 
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Social desirability too may limit the validity of self-report data as participants 
are inclined to respond in a manner which is fitting with social norms or is socially 
acceptable. It is a limitation that is inherent in all self-report data, but is particularly 
highlighted as limitation in sexuality research given the sensitive and private nature 
of many of the questions asked. For example, some participants may under-report 
their sexual behaviour due to embarrassment, whereas others may over-report their 
behaviours as a method of ‘sexual bragging’ (Catania, Gibson, Chitwood, & Coates, 
1990). As such, conclusions around the generalisability of results from sexuality 
research must be interpreted with caution as full disclosure from participants cannot 
be assured when only utilising self-report measures. 
However, a study by Chillag and colleagues (2006) has identified some 
potential methodological choices that may reduce the likelihood of socially desirable 
responses. Chillag and colleagues investigated the issue of social desirability by 
interviewing women from Botswana to identify ways of remedying the bias in sex 
research. The women noted that confidentiality and privacy were important factors to 
honest responses – a finding that has also been recognised in other social desirability 
research (Gribble, Miller, Rogers & Turner, 1999). As the present study utilised 
anonymous and confidential recording of participant responses, there may be a 
reduced likelihood of social desirability in the current research data. Nonetheless, the 
generalisability of the current findings may be limited within the context of social 
desirability issues.  
Thus, the present findings should be interpreted with caution due to limited 
power to identify effects and limits in generalising the results to the larger population 
of women.  
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7.5 Recommendations for Future Research 
Firstly, it is important for future research to overcome the potential 
limitations of the present research. Recommendations specific to each investigation 
within this thesis have previously been discussed for Study 1 and Study 2, 
respectively. It was recommended that future research utilise longer video clips to 
eliminate the possibility that the present findings were due to inadequate 
differentiation between stimuli. It was also suggested that future research may utilise 
manipulation checks to ensure participants awareness of the presence of particular 
content (e.g., female orgasm, scenario). These recommendations were made on the 
basis that the present studies were exploratory in nature and thus the findings require 
replication and validation within future empirical investigations.  
In addition to the methodological recommendations presented earlier, future 
research may also seek to strengthen the validity and reliability of the measure of 
subjective arousal. The present study chose to maintain consistency with past 
research by utilising a single measure of subjective arousal which involved self-
reporting of arousal on a Likert scale (e.g., Koukounas & McCabe, 1997; Peterson et 
al., 2010; Sheen & Koukounas, 2009). It would be beneficial for future research to 
include additional measures of subjective arousal to support the reliability and 
validity of this single item construct. For example, past research has also utilised a 
continuity lever to measure subjective arousal continuously throughout the 
presentation of an erotic stimulus (e.g., Chivers & Bailey, 2005; Suchinsky et al., 
2009). Another consideration in the utility of the 5-point Likert scale measure of 
subjective arousal is the potential limited range of data that this provides. Perhaps a 
10-point scale would allow for a greater distinction between responses to erotic 
stimuli. A 10-point scale may also be more amenable to data cleaning and 
transformation than a 5-point scale. As such, future research should consider using a 
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wider range on Likert scale measures of subjective arousal, as well as including 
additional measures of subjective arousal such as continuity lever recordings. 
Throughout this chapter, it has been argued that women’s subjective arousal 
may be determined by perception of the integration of content within erotic stimuli 
rather than singular features of an erotic stimulus. In particular, it was suggested that 
women may appraise the integration of erotic content in terms of broader concepts. 
This suggestion was made on the basis of an exploratory investigation which 
assessed the importance of various aspects of content to women’s sexual arousal. As 
the investigation was exploratory in nature, it is essential for future research to 
continue investigation of the broader concepts within erotic stimuli which may be 
important to women’s sexual arousal. In particular, it would be interesting to 
determine whether there are particular concepts which generally appear to be 
important to the population of women, as this was outside the scope of this thesis. 
For example, female pleasure may be a feature of erotica that is important to the 
population of women (Laan et al., 1994). 
Qualitative research may additionally offer insight into common themes in 
women’s appraisal of sexual stimuli. Graham and colleagues (2004) have previously 
obtained qualitative data on factors influencing female sexual arousal and desire 
through focus groups. A similar framework could be applied to gaining data on 
important features of sexual stimuli for women. That is, focus groups or interviews 
could be held with women to gain their perspective on what they find arousing in 
erotica. This data could then be analysed to determine whether there are themes 
among responses, such as a global response that focus on the female is important. 
Qualitative data could also be obtained by first exposing women to erotica (such as 
erotic film, erotic audio narratives) and then interviewing the women to gain their 
perspectives on what was and wasn’t arousing for them. Thus, both qualitative and 
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quantitative research methods could be utilised in future research to investigate 
women’s appraisal of sexual stimuli.  
In a similar vein, future research may choose to specifically gather 
information on women’s preferences for erotica and determine what effect these 
individual preferences have on response to different types of erotica. For example, 
research may consider whether a concordance between preference and stimulus 
genre results in greater subjective arousal than when there is discordance between 
preference and stimulus genre. Another investigation may examine differences in 
subjective arousal when women are or are not able to choose the erotic stimulus that 
they will be presented with. An understanding of women’s pre-existing preferences 
may lead greater insight into the factors which influence women’s appraisal of sexual 
stimuli. As such, a greater understanding of female sexual arousal may be achieved.   
As a general recommendation, it is suggested that future empirical 
investigations use a relatively larger sample size. A larger sample would result in 
greater power for detecting effects of erotic content on women’s subjective arousal. 
Similarly, a bigger sample would be beneficial for analyses using inferential statistics 
as problems with skew and kurtosis would become irrelevant. Findings would also be 
more readily generalised to the population under investigation. Thus, there are many 
benefits to having a larger sample size in experimental research and as such future 
research should make every effort to recruit as many participants as possible. 
It is also recommended that future empirical investigations continue to 
explore the role of cognitive factors in female subjective arousal. In particular, 
experimental manipulation of cognitive factors in empirical research would be very 
valuable as the direction of the relationship between cognition and arousal can be 
concluded with certainty. Absorption may be experimentally manipulated using the 
same methods as Sheen and Koukounas (2009). Absorption was manipulated through 
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test instructions provided prior to watching an erotic film clip. The instructions either 
instructed the participant to immerse themselves in the scene and imagine themselves 
as participants or to impartially observe the film as spectators. This method was 
effectively able to manipulate women’s absorption with the sexual stimulus. As such, 
this method may be used again in future research to manipulate absorption. 
Future research could also re-use the design described by Palace (1995) to 
manipulate response expectancies. Palace provided women with false-positive 
feedback of their genital responses following the presentation of an erotic stimulus in 
order to enhance their response expectancies. Future research should also include a 
manipulation check to ensure that this method does enhance response expectancies, 
as this has not been adequately investigated in past research (e.g., McCall & Meston, 
2007). Examining the effect of absorption and response expectancies on female 
sexual arousal will serve to validate the past research in this area and provide a 
conclusive causal effect of these cognitive factors on female subjective arousal. 
Currently, much of the research on cognitive factors (including this thesis) is 
focused on sexually healthy women (e.g., Sheen & Koukounas, 2009). As such, 
future research focused on cognitive factors for women with sexual dysfunction 
would allow for a greater understanding of the factors causing or maintaining sexual 
dysfunctions. A simple observational study could expose women to a sexual stimulus 
and then compare levels of absorption between women with and without FSIAD. As 
absorption is associated with subjective arousal, it could be hypothesised that women 
without sexual dysfunction will report greater levels of absorption and subjective 
arousal than women with sexual dysfunction. An experimental investigation 
involving the manipulation of absorption (as described earlier) could also be 
conducted to see whether absorption affects subjective arousal differently among 
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women with and without sexual dysfunction. Both of these research proposals would 
provide additional insight into the role of absorption in female sexual dysfunction.  
Physiological measures of genital arousal may also offer additional insight 
into the effect of absorption on female sexual arousal. Genital arousal has 
traditionally been measured by blood flow to the genitals during presentation of an 
erotic stimulus (Suchinsky et al., 2009). Vaginal photoplethysmograph is the most 
common instrument utilised for the measurement of female genital arousal and is still 
recommended as the measure of choice (Woodard & Diamond, 2009). There has also 
been increasing interest in the use of laser Doppler imaging (LDI), a measure of 
external genital blood flow, as a less invasive measure of female genital arousal 
(Waxman & Pukall, 2009). LDI has been shown to measure changes in female 
genital arousal after presentation of an erotic stimulus (Styles, MacLean, Reid, & 
Sultana, 2006), as well as differentiating women’s genital responses to erotic and 
non-erotic film (Waxman & Pukall). LDI has also differentiated genital arousal in 
women with and without sexual dysfunction (Boyer, Pukall, & Chamberlain, 2012). 
Thus, both LDI and vaginal photoplethysmograph can be used to assess female 
genital arousal in future empirical investigations.  
Measures of genital arousal could be incorporated into future investigations 
of the effect of absorption on female sexual arousal. Specifically, it would be 
interesting to examine the effect of absorption on both genital and subjective arousal. 
Furthermore, the effect of absorption on genital arousal for women with sexual 
dysfunction could be investigated. Thus, future empirical investigation may choose 
to incorporate all of these elements into one investigation of the effect of absorption 
on genital and subjective arousal for women with and without sexual dysfunction. An 
investigation of this nature would lead to a much greater understanding of the role of 
absorption in female sexual arousal.  
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Physiological measures of genital arousal would also be of benefit to future 
research examining response expectancies. Palace (1995) and McMall and Meston 
(2007) have both previously investigated the role of response expectancies in women 
with and without sexual dysfunction. Palace exclusively recruited women with 
sexual dysfunction. Findings indicated that increased response expectancies resulted 
in increased genital and subjective arousal. McCall and Meston included both 
women with and without sexual dysfunction. Unlike Palace, the study by McCall and 
Meston found that increased response expectancies resulted in no effect on genital 
arousal for women without dysfunction and decreased genital arousal among women 
with sexual dysfunction. In both studies, improved response expectancies resulted in 
enhanced subjective arousal. As such, there seems to be consistent evidence that 
greater response expectancy results in enhanced subjective arousal among women 
with and without sexual dysfunction, however there is discrepancy regarding the 
effect of response expectancies on genital arousal. As such, it is recommended that 
response expectancies need to be further investigated for their effect on both 
subjective and genital arousal among women with and without sexual dysfunction.  
The final recommendation made here is for future research to examine the 
effect of context on female sexual arousal. Basson (2002) proposed that both 
appraisal of stimulus content and context affects women’s subjective arousal. The 
present research supports Basson’s views on the role of appraisal of stimulus content 
on female subjective arousal. Thus, in order to provide further evidence of Basson’s 
model, future research could also investigate the role of appraisal of context on 
female subjective arousal. This could be achieved by experimentally manipulating 
the context that women view an erotic film within (e.g., private setting versus public 
setting). It would be critical to also measure women’s appraisal of the context, 
particularly in terms of appropriateness, as Basson postulated that the context must 
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be appraised as appropriate to facilitate arousal. By further investigating the role of 
appraisal of context, a greater understanding of female sexual arousal can be 
achieved. 
This thesis has presented several recommendations for future research. It was 
recommended that future research continue to investigate the role of appraisal in 
female subjective arousal, particularly through further examination of broader 
concepts within stimuli which may be important to women. In addition, it was 
recommended that qualitative research may be utilised to gain greater understanding 
of women’s appraisal of erotic stimuli. The importance of large sample sizes for 
future research was discussed. It was then recommended that cognitive factors such 
as absorption and response expectancies continue to undergo investigation in future 
research, particularly by examining the causal relationship between these factors and 
female sexual arousal. In addition, future research should focus on the effect of 
cognitive factors in both women with and without sexual dysfunction. Physiological 
measures of genital arousal were also recommended for future investigations of 
cognitive factors in female sexual arousal. Finally, this thesis recommended that 
future research may additionally examine the effect of appraisal of context on female 
sexual arousal. Further empirical investigations following these recommendations 
may lead to a greater understanding of the factors involved in female sexual arousal.  
7.6 Conclusion 
Current conceptualisations of female subjective arousal propose that 
cognitive appraisal of a sexual stimulus affects subjective arousal response (e.g., 
Basson, 2002; Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & Janssen, 2007). This thesis supports the 
notion that appraisal of content is associated with level of subjective arousal. More 
specifically, it is argued that women’s appraisal of the integration of stimulus content 
(rather than specific aspects of content) may determine subjective arousal. 
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Furthermore, this research suggested that appraisal may involve consideration of 
broader concepts within stimulus content that may be important to the woman, such 
as female pleasure and realism. 
In addition to the cognitive process of appraisal, this thesis has also argued 
that absorption and response expectancies are associated with women’s subjective 
arousal. Although current conceptualisations of female subjective arousal do 
acknowledge the role of attention (e.g., Basson, 2002; Janssen et al., 2000; Laan & 
Janssen, 2007), response expectancies are currently not identified for their role in 
female subjective arousal. As such, it is suggested that future revisions of the 
conceptualisation of female subjective arousal may choose to include response 
expectancies. However, it is essential that more empirical research on the role of 
response expectancies is also conducted to gain a better understanding of exactly 
how expectancies and arousal are related.  
In conclusion, it is recommended that future research not only continue to 
investigate the role of cognitive factors in female subjective arousal, but also 
continue exploration of the mechanisms involved in appraisal of sexual stimuli. In 
particular, it would be interesting to ascertain whether there are broader concepts 
within erotic stimuli which are important to women’s sexual arousal, such as those 
identified in this thesis (e.g., realism, female pleasure). Further empirical 
investigation of the cognitive mechanisms underlying subjective arousal would lead 
to a greater understanding of women’s sexual arousal.  
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Appendix A: Recruitment Flyers 
PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR 
WOMEN’S HEALTH RESEARCH 
 
Deakin University’s School of Psychology needs women to participate in a 
research project looking at female sexual arousal. Specifically, we are 
examining what women respond to in erotic film.  
 
What makes you eligible to participate? 
x Must be female 
x Over 18yrs 
x Sexually healthy 
 
What will participation involve? 
x Watching a sexually explicit video on your own 
x Completing questionnaires on demographics, feelings towards the 
film, and past sexual behaviours 
x This will only take around 30 minutes 
 
What else do I need to know? 
x Please be aware that some of these questions will ask for sexually 
explicit information that may be personal or sensitive to you. 
x All responses are strictly confidential 
x We will not ask you to record any personally identifying information, so 
your responses will be treated as anonymous 
x This project has been approved by the Deakin University Human 
Research Ethics Committee 
x If you want to participate or find out more information, please contact 
me on the details below! 
 
 
Miss Shannon Lamkin 
 
Email: sexuality_research@hotmail.com 
 
  
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
    sexuality_research@
hotm
ail.com
 
152 
 
PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR WOMEN’S 
HEALTH RESEARCH 
 
Hi! 
 
My name is Ms. Shannon Lamkin and I'm currently looking for people to participate in my 
research project. This project is part of my Doctor of Psychology (Clinical) degree at Deakin 
University. 
My project is looking at female sexual arousal, specifically examining what women respond 
to in erotic film.  
 
All females over the age of 18 who are sexually healthy are welcome to participate. 
 
Participants are asked to individually watch a sexually explicit video and then complete a 
series of questionnaires regarding feelings towards the film, as well as some demographics 
and past sexual behaviour questions (all responses will be kept strictly confidential). Some of 
these questions will ask for sexually explicit information that may be personal or sensitive to 
you. The experiment will only take 30 minutes. 
 
At no time will you be asked to provide any personally identifying information and all 
responses will be treated as anonymous. This project has also been approved by the Deakin 
University Human Research Ethics Committee. 
 
If you are interested in participating, or would like more information, please contact me via 
phone or email (details provided below). Also, if you know anyone else who may be 
interested in participating, please forward on this message and link to them. 
Thanks! 
Ms. Shannon Lamkin (BA Applied Science (Psychology) (Honours)) 
Email: sexuality_research@hotmail.com 
  
153 
 
Appendix B: Test Instructions 
INSTRUCTIONS FOR WATCHING THE EROTIC FILM - A 
Only start watching the erotic film after completing Booklet 1. The TV and DVD player have 
already been set up, so all you have to do is press the play button on the remote control 
provided. Please keep in mind that there is no sound for this film, so you do not need to 
adjust the volume. If you have any difficulties starting the DVD, please let the researcher 
know.  
The film you are about to watch depicts a man and a woman engaging in heterosexual 
sexual activities. The man and the woman were recently married and are very much in love. 
They are keen to express their love for one another. During the film, try to become 
absorbed in the scene. Immerse yourself in the situation portrayed. Concentrate not only 
on visualising the scene but also on your other senses as well. 
When the film has finished, you may complete Booklet 2. 
Please start the film now. 
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR WATCHING THE EROTIC FILM - B 
Only start watching the erotic film after completing Booklet 1. The TV and DVD player have 
already been set up, so all you have to do is press the play button on the remote control 
provided. Please keep in mind that there is no sound for this film, so you do not need to 
adjust the volume. If you have any difficulties starting the DVD, please let the researcher 
know.  
The film you are about to watch depicts a man and a woman engaging in heterosexual 
sexual activities. The man and the woman have just met and were instantly attracted to 
one another. They are keen to express their lust for one another in one night of passion. 
During the film, try to become absorbed in the scene. Immerse yourself in the situation 
portrayed. Concentrate not only on visualising the scene but also on your other senses as 
well. 
Please start the film now. 
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR WATCHING THE EROTIC FILM - C 
Only start watching the erotic film after completing Booklet 1. The TV and DVD player have 
already been set up, so all you have to do is press the play button on the remote control 
provided. Please keep in mind that there is no sound for this film, so you do not need to 
adjust the volume. If you have any difficulties starting the DVD, please let the researcher 
know.  
The film you are about to watch depicts a man and a woman engaging in heterosexual 
sexual activities. During the film, try to become absorbed in the scene. Immerse yourself in 
the situation portrayed. Concentrate not only on visualising the scene but also on your 
other senses as well. 
Please start the film now. 
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR WATCHING THE EROTIC FILM - D 
Only start watching the erotic film after completing Booklet 1. The TV and DVD player have 
already been set up, so all you have to do is press the play button on the remote control 
provided. Please keep in mind that there is no sound for this film, so you do not need to 
adjust the volume. If you have any difficulties starting the DVD, please let the researcher 
know.  
During the film, try to become absorbed in the scene. Immerse yourself in the situation 
portrayed. Concentrate not only on visualising the scene but also on your other senses as 
well. 
Please start the film now. 
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Appendix C: Questionnaire Booklet 
STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL 
It is very important when conducting research into sexual arousal to obtain detailed 
descriptions of the subject sample. For this reason, some of the questions asked in this 
booklet are personal in nature. Some demographics will be collected on you, along with 
expectations and reactions to the erotic film, and information on your sexual experiences. 
The first booklet (completed before viewing the erotic film) contains two questionnaires: 
1. The first questionnaire will collect demographic information 
2. The second questionnaire will assess your expectations of the erotic film 
The second booklet (completed after watching the erotic film) contains four questionnaires: 
1. The first questionnaire will assess your emotional responses to the film excerpt 
2. The second questionnaire will collect ratings of different aspects of the film excerpt 
3. The third questionnaire will assess whether your expectations of the erotic film 
were met 
4. The fourth questionnaire will collect information on your past sexual experience 
and attitudes toward sexual behaviour. 
This study is completely anonymous so nobody will know how you have responded to any 
of the questionnaires. Therefore, when filling out these booklets, do not put your name on 
them. It is important to fill out the questionnaires without going back and changing your 
answers. Try to be as accurate and honest as you can when answering the questions in the 
booklet.  
Please complete Booklet 1 before watching the film. After completing Booklet 1, please seal 
it in the envelope marked “ENVELOPE 1”. Then follow the instructions for watching the film. 
When the film finishes, complete the questionnaires in Booklet 2. Once you have 
completed Booklet 2, please seal it in the envelope marked “ENVELOPE 2”. 
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BOOKLET 1 
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SUBJECT INFORMATION QUESTIONNAIRE 
1. What is your age? .............................................. 
2. What is your occupation? Full-time.................................................................... 
Part-time/Causal....................................................... 
3. What is your relationship status? 
 Single – living alone or with friends 
 Single – living with parents 
 Single – living with lover/sexual partner 
 Married 
 Separated/divorced/widowed – living without a partner 
 Separated/divorced/widowed – living with a partner 
 Other – please specify: 
.......................................................................................................................... 
4. Do you currently have.... 
 No sexual partners 
 Casual sex partner/s 
 A steady sexual partner 
5. Are you.... 
 Heterosexual 
 Bisexual 
 Homosexual 
6. Have you ever been exposed to erotic materials (including magazines, photographs, 
erotic literature and films)? 
 Yes  
 No  
7. Do you believe that you have a sexual dysfunction? 
  Yes 
 No 
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EROTIC FILM EXPECTATIONS QUESTIONNAIRE 
PART A 
This questionnaire is designed to determine what expectations you have of the film you are 
about to see. The questions refer to how you expect to feel while watching the film. There 
are no right or wrong answers. Please answer each question by circling a response from 1 
to 5 using the scale below: 
1--------------------2--------------------3-------------------4-------------------5 
I don’t expect 
to feel this 
way 
 Unsure if I 
will or won’t 
feel this way 
 Very much 
expect to feel 
this way 
 
 
During the film, I expect to feel: 
 I don’t 
expect to 
feel this way 
 Unsure if I 
will or 
won’t feel 
this way 
 Very much 
expect to 
feel this way 
Sexually aroused 1 2 3 4 5 
Absorbed 1 2 3 4 5 
Anxious 1 2 3 4 5 
Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 
Entertained 1 2 3 4 5 
Angry 1 2 3 4 5 
Interested 1 2 3 4 5 
Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5 
Enjoyment 1 2 3 4 5 
Guilty 1 2 3 4 5 
 
 
 
 
  
161 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
BOOKLET 2 
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Using the rating scale below as a guide, please give each of the 10 emotions listed a rating 
from 1 to 5 by circling a number. 
1-------------------------2-------------------------3-------------------------4-------------------------5 
Not at all A bit A reasonable 
amount 
A lot Extremely 
 
When watching the film, I felt: 
 Not at all A bit A 
reasonable 
amount 
A lot Extremely 
Sexually aroused 1 2 3 4 5 
Absorbed 1 2 3 4 5 
Anxious 1 2 3 4 5 
Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 
Entertained 1 2 3 4 5 
Angry 1 2 3 4 5 
Interested 1 2 3 4 5 
Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5 
Enjoyment 1 2 3 4 5 
Guilty 1 2 3 4 5 
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EROTIC FILM CONTENT QUESTIONNAIRE 
The following questions ask you to rate certain aspects of the erotic film you have just seen. 
The questions also ask you to rate how important these aspects of erotic film are to your 
sexual arousal as a woman. Please answer honestly. There are no right or wrong answers. 
Please answer each question by circling a response from 1 to 5 using the scale below: 
1--------------------2--------------------3-------------------4-------------------5 
Not at all    Very much so 
 Not 
at all 
   Very 
much 
so 
Did you think the female actor was attractive? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important for the female actor to be attractive? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Were you able to identify with the female actor? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is important to be able to identify with the female 
actor? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the amount of attention paid to the 
female actor? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that attention is paid to the female 
actor? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you think the female actor was natural looking? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that the female actor is natural 
looking? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Do you think the female actor was in control of the 
scene? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that the female actor appears in 
control? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you think the female actor appear to be enjoying 
herself? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that the female actor appears to be 
enjoying herself? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Do you think the male actor was attractive? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important for the male actor to be attractive? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the amount of attention paid to the male 
actor? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that attention is paid to the male 
actor? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you think the male actor was natural looking? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that the male actor is natural looking? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Do you think the male actor was in control of the 
scene? 
1 2 3 4 5 
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Not 
at all 
   Very 
much 
so 
Is it important that the male actor appears in 
control? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you think the male actor appear to be enjoying 
himself? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that the male actor appears to be 
enjoying himself? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Do you think the male actor was attentive to the 
female actor’s needs? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important for the male actor to be attentive to 
the female actor’s needs? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Do you think the female actor was attentive to the 
male actor’s needs? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important for the female actor to be attentive to 
the male actor’s needs? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Do you think the male actor knew how to please a 
woman? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that the male actor knows how to 
please a woman?  
1 2 3 4 5 
Do you think the relationship between the actors was 
believable? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that relationship between the actors is 
believable? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the scenario presented before the film (if 
applicable)? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important that a scenario is presented for the 
film? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the background setting of the film? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is the background setting important? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you think the scene was realistic? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to have a realistic scene? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the amount of time spent on foreplay? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see foreplay?  
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the amount of time spent on sex 
(includes oral sex and intercourse)? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see sex? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the lighting in the scene? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is the scene’s lighting important? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the camera angles used? 
 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
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Not 
at all 
   Very 
much 
so 
Is the camera angles used important? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you feel immersed in the scene? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to feel immersed in the scene? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you think the scene was passionate? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see passion? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you think the scene was intimate? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see intimacy? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the amount of activities the actors 
engaged in? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see the actors perform a variety of 
sexual activities? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Did you like the level of explicitness? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see explicit shots? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
This film did not feature any dialogue. Would you 
have liked to have heard dialogue between the 
actors? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important for there to be dialogue between the 
actors? 
1 2 3 4 5 
This film did not feature any background music. 
Would you have like to have heard background 
music? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important for there to be background music? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
This film did not feature male orgasm. Would you 
have liked to have seen the male actor orgasm? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see the male actor orgasm? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
This film may or may not have shown female orgasm. 
Did you like/would you have liked to have seen the 
female actor orgasm? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see the female actor orgasm? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
This film did not feature oral sex performed on the 
man. Would you have liked to have seen oral sex 
performed on the man? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see oral sex performed on the man? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
This film may or may not have featured oral sex 
performed on the woman. Did you like/would you 
have liked to have seen oral sex performed on the 
1 2 3 4 5 
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woman? 
 Not 
at all 
   Very 
much 
so 
Is it important to see oral sex performed on the 
woman? 
1 2 3 4 5 
This film only featured two actors. Would you have 
liked to have seen more people involved in this 
scene?  
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see more than two actors within the 
scene? 
1 2 3 4 5 
This film only featured heterosexual activity. Would 
you have liked to have seen female homosexual 
activity? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see female homosexual activity? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
This film only featured heterosexual activity. Would 
you have liked to have seen male homosexual 
activity? 
1 2 3 4 5 
Is it important to see male homosexual activity? 
 
1 2 3 4 5 
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EROTIC FILM EXPECTATIONS QUESTIONNAIRE 
PART B 
 
At the beginning of this experiment, you were asked to rate how you expected to feel 
during the film. We would now like to know whether those expectations were met. There 
are no right or wrong answers. Please indicate how similar your feelings experienced during 
the film were compared to what you expected. Answer each question by circling a response 
from 1 to 5 using the scale below: 
 
1--------------------2--------------------3-------------------4-------------------5 
Not as 
expected 
 Somewhat as 
expected/unsure 
 As expected 
     
 
 Not as 
expected 
 Somewhat 
as expected/ 
unsure 
 As expected 
Sexually aroused 1 2 3 4 5 
Absorbed 1 2 3 4 5 
Anxious 1 2 3 4 5 
Disgusted 1 2 3 4 5 
Entertained 1 2 3 4 5 
Angry 1 2 3 4 5 
Interested 1 2 3 4 5 
Ashamed 1 2 3 4 5 
Enjoyment 1 2 3 4 5 
Guilty 1 2 3 4 5 
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SEXUAL ATTITUDES AND BEHAVIOUR QUESTIONNAIRE 
Listed below is a series of sexual behaviours which people engage in. Read each situation 
and decide how frequently you have experienced the sexual behaviour described, and how 
you feel about the activity. Indicate your answer by circling the appropriate category. 
This questionnaire has been devised for people who are young and old, sexually 
inexperienced and sexually experienced. In addition, there are great differences between 
people in sexual behaviour preference. Thus you may find sexual behaviours which you 
have not engaged in or that you do not find arousing. There are no right or wrong answers. 
Just try to respond honestly and accurately as you can for each of the behaviours. 
Remember that all of your responses are completely anonymous. 
1. Self-masturbation 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
      
2. Hand-holding: holding hands or locking arms, generally while walking 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
3. Light kissing: casual goodnight kiss on the lips 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
4. Necking: close body contact, with hugging and prolonged kissing 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
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5. Light breast petting: caress of the girl’s breasts outside the clothing 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
6. Heavy breast petting: fondling or kissing of the girl’s breasts under the clothing 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
7. Light genital petting of the female: touching genital area of the girl outside the 
clothing 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
8. Heavy genital petting of the female: touching genital area of the girl under the 
clothing 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
9. Manual stimulation of male genitals 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
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10. Oral stimulation of female genitals 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
11. Oral stimulation of male genitals 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
12. Petting of each other’s genitals resulting in orgasm for one or both partners 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
13. Vaginal intercourse 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
14. Anal intercourse 
Experienced this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Never    Very often 
 
How feel about this activity: 1--------------2--------------3--------------4--------------5 
 Highly 
negative 
   Highly 
positive 
 
  
171 
 
Appendix D: Plain Language Statement 
DEAKIN UNIVERSITY 
PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT AND CONSENT FORM 
 
TO:  Participants 
 
Plain Language Statement  
Date:  13/01/11 
Full Project Title: Women’s sexual response to erotica: the effect of stimulus factors 
Principal Researcher: Dr Eric Koukounas 
Student Researcher: Miss Shannon Lamkin 
 
This Plain Language Statement is 4 pages long. Please make sure you have all the pages.  
1. Your Consent 
You are invited to take part in this research project.   
This Plain Language Statement contains detailed information about the research project. Its 
purpose is to explain to you as openly and clearly as possible all the procedures involved in 
this project so that you can make a fully informed decision whether you are going to 
participate.  
Please read this Plain Language Statement carefully. Feel free to ask questions about any 
information in the document.  You may also wish to discuss the project with a relative or 
friend or your local health worker. Feel free to do this. 
Once you understand what the project is about and if you agree to take part in it, participate 
in the study. You will be asked to complete some anonymous questionnaires assessing 
sexual information. By participating, you are indicating that you understand the information 
and that you give your consent to participate in the research project. Thus, completion of 
these questionnaires will signify consent.  
You will be given a copy of the Plain Language Statement to keep as a record. 
2. Purpose and Background 
The purpose of this project is to examine how different aspects of erotic film affect women’s 
subsequent sexual arousal. This will allow us to understand what women respond to in 
erotica, and therefore will allow us to understand more about female sexual arousal. This 
research is part of the student researcher’s degree, which is a Doctor of Psychology 
(Clinical).  
A total of 300 people will participate in this project. 
Previous experience has shown that female arousal is a complex process which is 
dependent on how women perceive an erotic stimulus. Therefore, different features of the 
erotic stimulus (such as an erotic film) may have different effects on women’s feelings of 
arousal.  
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You are invited to participate in this research project because it will allow to us to gain a 
greater understanding of female sexual arousal. You are also invited to participate as you 
have indicated an interest in the study by responding to the advertisement or invitation.  
 
The results of this research may be used to help researcher Miss Shannon Lamkin to obtain 
a Doctor of Psychology (Clinical) degree. 
3. Funding 
This research is totally funded by Deakin University 
4. Procedures 
Participation in this project will involve watching an erotic film and completion of six 
anonymous questionnaires in total. The participant will be left alone to complete all 
questionnaires and watch the film.  
At the beginning of the session, participants will be asked to complete a questionnaire on 
demographics and expectations of the erotic film to be shown. Once completed, these 
questionnaires will be sealed in an envelope. 
Participants will then be asked to individually watch a particular version of the same erotic 
film. Participants will be given instructions for watching the film and may be given a scenario 
to read before watching the film to set the storyline for the film. The film will run for 
approximately 5 minutes, and will depict a heterosexual man and woman engaging in explicit 
sexual activity, which may include oral sex and intercourse.  
At the end of the film, the participant shall fill out the remaining questionnaires, which 
measure feelings toward the erotic film shown, ratings of erotic film features, follow-up of 
whether expectations were met, and previous sexual experience. Once completed, these 
questionnaires will be sealed in an envelope. 
Typical questions from these questionnaires include “What is your relationship status?”, “Do 
you expect to feel disgusted?”, “Did you feel entertained?”, “How would you rate the 
attractiveness of the female actor?”, “Were your expectations of feeling sexually aroused 
met?” and “How do you feel about self-masturbation?” 
It is expected that it will take 30 minutes to complete this experiment. Once complete, the 
envelopes containing questionnaires will be collected by the researchers.  
5. Possible Benefits 
It is foreseeable that participants will benefit through learning about the process of 
psychological research. Being exposed to the methodology and process of research may 
foster an interest in future research. In addition, participants may gain further insight into 
their own erotic film preferences through participation. We cannot guarantee or promise that 
you will receive any benefits from this project. 
6. Possible Risks 
Possible risks, side effects and discomforts include discomfort with the level of sexual activity 
shown in the erotic film; however this is not foreseeable for participants who have 
volunteered for this study. It is not expected that you will experience and stress or 
discomfort. Participants may end their involvement in this project at any time if they are 
experiencing distress. 
If you are experiencing distress or have personal concerns you may contact Life Line on 
131114 or if you are a Deakin student you may also contact the Deakin University Student 
Counselling Service on 03 9244 6300. 
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7. Privacy, Confidentiality and Disclosure of Information 
All information gathered from participants will be kept securely. Only the researchers of this 
project will have access to the data collected here. All data collected will be securely stored 
for six years at Deakin University following publication of the findings. After six years all data 
will be destroyed. 
Any information obtained in connection with this project and that can identify you will remain 
confidential. It will only be disclosed with your permission, subject to legal requirements. If 
you give us your permission by participating, we plan to discuss and possibly publish the 
results obtained from the study. 
In any publication, information will be provided in such a way that you cannot be identified. 
Confidentiality will be maintained as your results are anonymous and therefore de-identified.  
8. Results of Project 
Should you be interested in reading about the results of this study you can contact the 
principal researcher or student researcher for a copy of the findings. No individual results are 
reported so you will not be able to identify your own specific results within the study. The 
results will be available in December 2012 once the report has been written. 
 
9.  New Information arising during the project 
 
During the research project, new information about the risks and benefits of the project may 
become known to the researchers. If this occurs, you will be told about this new information. 
This new information may mean that you can no longer participate in this research. If this 
occurs, the person(s) supervising the research will stop your participation. In all cases, you 
will be offered all available care to suit your needs and medical condition. 
10. Participation is Voluntary 
Participation in any research project is voluntary. If you do not wish to take part you are 
not obliged to. If you decide to take part and later change your mind, you are free to 
withdraw from the project at any stage while you are being tested. From this stage, as your 
results are non-identifiable, we cannot access your data.  
Your decision whether to take part or not to take part, or to take part and then withdraw, will 
not affect your relationship with Deakin University. 
Before you make your decision, a member of the research team will be available to answer 
any questions you have about the research project. You can ask for any information you 
want. Participate only after you have had a chance to ask your questions and have received 
satisfactory answers. Once you have decided to participate, you will be asked to complete 
some anonymous questionnaires assessing sexual information. Completion of these 
anonymous questionnaires will signify consent, that is, that you consent to participating in 
this research. 
11. Ethical Guidelines 
This project will be carried out according to the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research (2007) produced by the National Health and Medical Research Council of 
Australia. This statement has been developed to protect the interests of people who agree to 
participate in human research studies. 
The ethics aspects of this research project have been approved by the Human Research 
Ethics Committee of Deakin University. 
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12. Complaints 
If you have any complaints about any aspect of the project, the way it is being conducted or 
any questions about your rights as a research participant then you may contact: 
Secretary HEAG-H, Dean’s Office, Faculty of Health, Medicine, Nursing and 
Behavioural Sciences, 221 Burwood Highway, Burwood, VIC 3125,    
   Telephone: (03) 9251 7174, Email: hmnbs-research@deakin.edu.au  
Please quote the project number HEAG-H 88_2010 
13. Reimbursement for your costs 
You will not be paid for your participation in this project.  
14. Further Information, Queries or Any Problems 
If you require further information, wish to withdraw your participation or if you have any 
problems concerning this project (for example, any side effects), you can contact the 
principal researcher. In addition, you may wish to utilise the counselling services provided by 
Life Line or Deakin University – details of these services are provided below.  
The researchers responsible for this project are: 
Dr Eric Koukounas 
Deakin University, School of Psychology 
221 Burwood Highway, 
Burwood, 3125 
Phone: 92446855  
Email: erik.koukounas@deakin.edu.au 
 
Miss Shannon Lamkin 
Deakin University, School of Psychology 
221 Burwood Highway, 
Burwood, 3125 
Email: sjlam@deakin.edu.au 
 
 
General counselling services: 
Life Line 
Phone: 131114 
Website: www.lifeline.com.au 
 
The Deakin Counselling Service (free service for current Deakin students) 
Student Life 
Level 2, Building B 
221 Burwood Highway, 
Burwood, 3125 
Phone: 92446300 
 
 
